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To Dagfinn Kjeholt and Peter Taylor

Maritime power is the means whereby we control the sea for our own purposes … but it is safe to say that no factor is more influential than the quality and training of the men who handle and fight the instruments.
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Introduction

THIS IS THE SECOND of two books covering the events at sea during the German invasion of Norway in April 1940. The plan went by the name of Operation Weserübung,1 and was the first modern campaign in which sea, air and ground forces acted together so decisively. The events at sea following the invasion are documented in detail through extensive research and use of primary sources. The objective has been to provide a balanced and factual account: readable, but without compromising the integrity of the research and demand for accurate detail.

The direct military impact of Operation Weserübung has largely been overshadowed by the events on the Western Front and the fall of France. There is no doubt however, that the invasion of Norway and the subsequent campaign had a significant influence on WWII in Europe. On paper, Germany had made a move of great strategic significance, breaking the British blockade of the North Sea and creating a potential to strike out towards the Atlantic. Lacking the resources to capitalise on the gains, though, the conquest instead became a burden. There were insufficient resources available to develop the full potential of the Norwegian bases and, through the loss of many ships, the surface arm of the German Navy was, in reality, converted to a ‘small ships navy’ incapable of reaping any strategic gains from the venture. Norwegian U-boat bases, used as an added justification for the invasion, were of limited value compared to those on the French coast, which became available soon after.

Nevertheless, Hitler and his senior staff were strengthened by Operation Weserübung and in spite of grave losses, the Führer consolidated his grip on the armed forces, paving the way for the campaigns in the West and in Russia.

The true strategic value of Norwegian territory appeared after the invasion of Russia in 1941, when northern Norway was used as a springboard for the polar front and the air and naval attacks on the supply route to Murmansk – neither of which were considered at all in 1940. Even after the attack on Russia it was difficult for the German Navy to find the resources to utilise the Norwegian ports and seaways to their full potential.

The loss of Norway and her territorial waters was in itself not catastrophic for the Allies but it took away an option to outflank Germany at the start of the campaign in France. Ironically, the most persuasive asset for either side prior to the events – the Swedish iron ore – was almost irrelevant afterwards. The supply to Germany continued virtually unaffected through the Baltic, and the strategic value of the Swedish ore supply diminished even further when the iron-ore mines in Lorraine were seized.
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Operation Weserübung

IN THE EARLY HOURS of 8 April 1940, British destroyers laid 234 mines in the southern approaches to Vestfjorden, west of Narvik. At the same time, most of the German Navy was at sea heading north. Operation Weserübung, the invasion and occupation of Denmark and Norway, was underway. In Norway, German troops landed at Horten, Arendal, Kristiansand, Bergen, Egersund, Trondheim and Narvik during the morning of 9 April. In addition, paratroopers and airborne forces landed at Oslo and Stavanger. Norway was drawn into a war it did not want and was not prepared for.

At 19:30 on 9 April, the German Command in Norway issued a situation report to the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW) in Berlin: ‘The occupation of Norway has been accomplished according to orders.’ It was a gross oversimplification, contradicted by the fact that General von Falkenhorst, the C-in-C of the invasion forces, was still in Germany. The German forces were in control of the landing ports, including Oslo, but little else of the country, and the situation for the troops was far from secure. The Norwegian government had dismissed the German demands and decided to resist. Britain and France had declared that they were on their way to help and Norwegian mobilisation had started. Politically, the operation was a failure. King Haakon, the government and the Parliament had escaped and Quisling’s improvised ‘coup’ already showed signs of being counterproductive. Negotiations would shortly become impossible.

By nightfall on the 9th, there were probably fewer than a thousand Germans in Oslo. They had all come by air and lacked heavy weapons. The heavy cruiser Blücher had been sunk at Oscarsborg in Oslofjorden and few things had gone as planned in the capital. The next day, the cruisers Lützow and Emden arrived, more soldiers were flown in and the situation improved somewhat. The transport ships, which should have arrived in the afternoon of the 9th, did not arrive until the 12th and it would take a week before the German forces were established in Oslo and could consider securing the rest of southern Norway.

General von Falkenhorst was supposed to fly to Oslo in the afternoon of the 9th. As the events unfolded, however, this was cancelled and not until 16:00 on the 10th did he arrive at Fornebu airport with Admiral Hermann Boehm, the designated ‘Commanding Admiral Norway’. Boehm later told Admiral Raeder, the C-in-C of the German Navy, that upon arrival he found a chaos he was not prepared for. Nobody had any overview of what was under German control and what was not. Army, air force and navy personnel were deployed as they appeared and just about everything had to be improvised. Communication with Germany and within Norway was difficult and the cruiser Emden was ordered to remain in Oslo and make its radio room available to the commanders. Slowly things normalised, not least because no British nor Norwegian counter-attacks developed. On the 13th, the 163rd Infantry Division reported that it had secured the Oslo area as far as Hønefoss, Drammen and Kongsberg. However, it would take a whole two months before the occupation of Norway was fully accomplished. What was intended as a sideshow in the north would actually take longer to conclude than the campaigns in both France and Poland.

The Norwegian men and women were not at war in April 1940. For the better part of the century, neutrality and pacifism prevailed and the defences had been reduced to the point where it was almost disgraceful to be an officer or NCO. Countless warnings from aggressive nations had created fear, but also a strong resolve not to become entangled. In spite of events in Spain, Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland and Finland, and seven months of war with the sinking of Norwegian shipping and loss of life, most people believed the government would steer the country through – as it had during WWI. For most Norwegians, there was a ravine that needed time to be crossed, between defending neutrality and fighting a war, and on the morning of 9 April, the majority of the Norwegian officers and men believed that they were still on the side of the Neutrality Watch.

Already on the night of the invasion – contrary to what had been expected in Berlin – the Norwegian government decided it would have to resist and fight back with whatever meagre means were available. Generalmajor Otto Ruge was appointed C-in-C of the Norwegian Armed Forces on the 11th, replacing the ailing General Laake. He immediately initiated the establishment of a series of defensive lines to hold the Germans at bay while the mobilisation continued and the Allies prepared an expeditionary corps in assistance. During the 13th, orders were issued to demolish all road and railway bridges and sever telephone and telegraph lines as close to Oslo as possible. ‘Fight we shall – and we must fight with what we have,’ he said repeatedly. Slowly, the mobilisation took effect and the first new elements of the army were reported ready. Ruge’s determination was largely based on the certainty of imminent Allied help and his strategy was to fall back slowly while maintaining the fighting capacity of his units, pending the arrival of the promised Allied forces.

The Germans attackers were few and not necessarily better equipped than the Norwegians, but they knew they were at war, they had been trained well and, above all, they had officers with goals and timetables and the resolve to meet them. Still, the success of Weserübung was not the result of meticulous planning and long-term preparations. The planning of the operation had not started in earnest until mid-February, less than two months before its implementation. Surprise, ruthlessness, improvisation and pragmatic application of available forces had won the day. Basically, the whole inspired concept was far beyond the comprehension of British and Norwegian military and civilian authorities.

For the first time ever, air force, army and navy operated intimately together with interlinked tasks and objectives. Troops were transported directly into battle simultaneously by aircraft and warship and success required strict adherence to schedule and seamless co-operation between services that were normally fierce rivals. It was also the first time paratroopers were used actively, jumping into battle.

The following days and weeks also saw the first dive-bomber attack to sink a major warship, the first carrier task-force operations, the first naval shore bombardments of this war and the first instances where the positioning of naval fleets at sea was influenced by the presence of land-based aircraft.

The losses to the German Navy, the Kriegsmarine, were crippling. Three cruisers, ten destroyers and about a dozen other ships were sunk. The rest of the surface fleet involved was largely damaged and by the end of the campaign, for all practical purposes, only the U-boats would carry the war to the Atlantic.

The Royal Navy ruled supreme in the North Sea but failed substantially to cut off any part of the Weserübung forces or throw them back once they had landed. Not having adapted to the new era of warfare, where intelligence, submarines and airpower would dominate, the Admiralty still remained in the battle fleet tradition where ships fought at sea and decisions were taken at high levels. Except for the successful naval actions at Narvik and the outstanding contribution of the British submarines, many opportunities were missed and numerous lessons were not learned.1
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The Dangers of Improvisation1

Spread Thin

THERE IS NO DOUBT that the Norwegian resistance to the German occupation surprised Hitler and insulted him personally. In a meeting with Albert Hagelin, one of Quisling’s few close associates, on 13 April the Führer was clear that he would install the troops necessary to capture Norway swiftly. If the Norwegians preferred to side with Britain and France and to allow Allied troops on their land, they would bring upon themselves the destruction of their country.2

In parallel with the military efforts, a major propaganda drive was launched by the Germans in Oslo and the other occupied cities to win over the Norwegian population. Friendly fraternisation with the population, showing photos of families and homes, concerts and jovial military parades strived to give an image of normality whilst the heavily controlled press underlined that the Germans had come as friends and protectors. The tactics worked well for a while and many Norwegians passively accepted the situation. Some even helped the Germans to settle in, as this brought income and extra treats such as cigarettes and alcohol. Quisling’s coup and open support of the German occupation, however, created anger and most people were happy when he was removed from his selfproclaimed role within a few days.3

The American journalist Leland Stowe from the Chicago Daily News happened to be in Oslo on 9 April on his way home from Finland. On the morning of the invasion, he stood on the balcony of his hotel watching German soldiers marching down the main street. The headline of his first report, which appeared in American and European newspapers that same day, was that baffled Norwegians took the occupation with a ‘dazed disorganisation, completely lacking leadership’. The text described passive Norwegians, completely outmanoeuvred by a handful of determined Germans, doing nothing themselves but asking ‘When will the Brits come?’ His next article was headed ‘Betrayal of Norway’, describing Norwegian traitors, including Quisling, and German Trojan horses.4


[image: ]

Something new in the city. Oslo in 1940, just after 9 April. The people seem more curious than angry. (Author’s collection)



Stowe’s articles, written without much knowledge of Norway or its political situation, were widely read in the USA, Britain and Europe and created a one-sided impression of defeat and treason, not fully aligned with reality. Among others, the articles were printed in the Daily Telegraph and gave a very negative image of Norwegians in the minds of many British people. Stowe took confusion and uncertainty among the public as indifference in the government and military, though he had no way of understanding what actually went on in the unoccupied areas. His authoritative reports created an almost hysterical fear of fifth-columnists, which would prove detrimental to co-operation between Allies and Norwegians in the subsequent campaign. The damage this skewed perception made in America would take years to correct. The US ambassador in Oslo, Mrs Harriman, wrote in 1941: ‘


I cannot help regretting that [Leland Stowe] mistook the stunned and shell-shocked attitude of the Norwegian people in the early days of the blitzkrieg for acquiescence. Journalists have to be fast, of course, but their misjudgements often require atonement, and I understand perfectly the resentment of the Norwegian people at the rumours spread by wire around the world. For when they realized that the invasion had come, they fought with grandeur and against all odds.5
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Outside the occupied areas, resistance mounted. Pictured is a machine-gun unit of I/IR 8 in the mountains east of Stavanger with a Madsen machine gun. There was one such gun in every rifle unit, but it was a complicated weapon system, needing trained men to operate it efficiently. (Forsvarsmuseet)
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*   *   *

After securing Oslo and the areas around the capital during the week following the invasion, the German advance northwards and westwards started in earnest on three axes on 14 April. Prior to this, only armed reconnaissance had been employed north, east and west of the capital. The OKW in Berlin decided that the establishment of a safe connection between Oslo and Trondheim should be prioritised, as well as throwing back the Allied forces that appeared to be landing north and south of the city.6 Trondheim was, according to Berlin, critical for maintaining control of Norway and it was believed, based on general analysis and intelligence, that the Allied counter-attack would happen there.

Within days of the invasion, around two thousand men were transported daily to Oslo by sea, in addition to those flown in. By 24 April the Germans had some 40,000–50,000 men in the Oslo region. These were mainly from three divisions: 163rd ID under Generalmajor Erwin Engelbrecht, 181st ID under Generalmajor Kurt Woytasch and 196th ID under Generalleutnant Richard Pellengahr. By the time the advance commenced, the units had to a large extent been intermixed and moved out in at least six improvised battle groups. The main German advance took place along Lake Mjøsa; through Gjøvik on the western side and through Hamar and Lillehammer on the eastern side. The two arms would meet at the entry to the Gudbrandsdal valley on their way towards Dombås and Trondheim. The He111 bombers of KG4 were assigned to support these operations. East of the Oslofjorden-Mjøsa line, Generalleutnant Pellengahr was in overall command; west of the line, Generalmajor Engelbrecht was in command.
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German soldiers of IR 236 taking a rest in Valdres. (Tore Eggan collection)



A third eastern axis followed the river Glomma through Østerdal/Glåmdal next to the Swedish border, through Kongsvinger and Elverum towards Røros, offering an alternative route to Trondheim.

Two western groups advanced towards Valdres, from where a connection towards Bergen could be opened; one along the east bank of Randsfjorden, the other from Hønefoss toward Lake Sperillen and Bagn.

Østfold, east of Oslofjorden, had already been secured and a secondary operation was initiated towards Kristiansand to secure the rear of the advance. Sizeable units were also kept in the greater Oslo area to secure airfields, harbours and depots. From 25 April, the daily transfer of troops was reduced to special units and replacements.7

In Kristiansand everything was under control, and when the Norwegian Generalmajor Liljedahl chose to surrender the 3rd Division in Setesdal, the region disappeared for the rest of the campaign. At Stavanger, the Norwegian forces had withdrawn to the mountains and were isolated in a few narrow valleys where, though fighting hard, it would only be a matter of time before they would have to surrender due to lack of supplies and ammunition. Sola airfield was subjected to a series of British air attacks and even a bombardment from the sea by the cruiser Suffolk. The resources available to the Allies for this operation, in the face of rapidly growing German defences, were inadequate to destroy the airfield or even close it down for any extended period of time.

In Trondheim, the meagre forces of Oberst Weiss would reconnoitre the perimeter of their bridgehead to establish where the Norwegian forces had made their stand, but otherwise they concentrated on holding the city and the airfield at Værnes for the time being.

Bergen was virtually isolated, except for a lifeline to Stavanger, operated by S-boats and seaplanes. Between 11 April and 17 May, not a single German supply ship was sent, in spite of protests from Vizeadmiral von Schrader and Generalmajor Tittel, who feared an Allied attack on the city, co-ordinated with a Norwegian counter-attack from Voss. The strategic importance of Bergen diminished, however, as the Allies focused their efforts further north and very little happened there except for air attacks by Fleet Air Arm (FAA) aircraft flying from Hatston. By 25 April General Tittel felt strong enough to commence a slow advance out of the bridgehead towards Voss to open the western side of the connection to Oslo. It would be a hard and bloody fight for both sides, and not until 16 June would the railway line to Voss be opened for traffic.

In Narvik, the British naval attacks on 10 and 13 April had eliminated all ten German destroyers involved in the invasion, and the situation for Generalmajor Dietl looked precarious. His Gebirgsjägers (mountain rangers) were spread thinly around the perimeter of the bridgehead and the surviving 2,600 sailors, who found themselves on land with nowhere to go, were a welcome addition to the German defences. Dietl and his troops faced an extended battle for Narvik and its surroundings, but at the moment the initiative lay with the Allies and there was little they could do but wait, somewhat surprised that the British did not take the opportunity to recapture Narvik at once.8

In a meeting at the Führer’s headquarters in Berlin on 10 April, Grossadmiral Erich Raeder, C-in-C of the Kriegsmarine, gave Hitler an update of the naval situation relating to Weserübung.9 At the time, the loss of the cruisers Blücher and Karlsruhe had been confirmed, but otherwise, Raeder gave a rather positive account. The loss of Blücher was attributed to a mine and there was no mention of the Norwegian forts having opened fire. Phases one and two, the passage to Norway and the landings had, ‘with some degree of luck, been successful’, he maintained, and the losses so far were in proportion to the risks taken. The situation at Narvik was confused. Brief, partly garbled radio signals in the morning, just before the meeting, indicated that a British attack on the stranded destroyers had taken place, but there was no information regarding losses or the strength of the attackers. Otherwise, the situation in the southern Norwegian ports, Trondheim, Bergen, Kristiansand and Oslo, appeared to be largely under control with most ships on their way home or preparing to leave. Phase three, the return of the ships, would be difficult, Raeder warned; he called for determination, co-operation and luck. Further losses were to be expected. Still Hitler had the impression of a very successful operation and ‘expressed his full appreciation to the C-in-C Navy for the great achievement, both at the start and again at the conclusion of the conference.10

The next meeting was held on the 13th, literally during the second British attack on Narvik. The situation still did not look too bad, in spite of Königsberg having been sunk in Bergen and Lützow seriously damaged in the Kattegat. The most serious long-term threat appeared to be the British submarines in the Kattegat and Skagerrak – all available forces, including captured Norwegian ships, were to be deployed to secure the transport convoys to Oslo. Most of the German U-boats were concentrated off the invasion ports, except three that were ordered to Namsenfjorden and one to Romsdalsfjorden, respectively.11 Within hours, news arrived of Warspite and her destroyers having shot the remaining Zerstörers at Narvik to pieces or driven them aground with empty magazines. Operation Weserübung was now a disaster for the Kriegsmarine.

Lions and Eagles

Except for a small group of very experienced long-range reconnaissance pilots, the Luftwaffe entered the war with limited experience in operations over water and few of its pilots had any experience at all in anti-shipping operations. This had to some extent improved during the winter and spring of 1940, but due to inter-service rivalry the situation was far from ideal. In the plans for the reconstruction of the German Navy, several Küstenfliegergruppen (coastal aviation groups) were assigned to the Kriegsmarine for reconnaissance and bombing missions in addition to the Trägergruppen to be operating from the planned aircraft carriers. Göring, however, saw that the carriers might become prestige projects and decided that the Luftwaffe should be fully responsible for all aspects of flying off them. For good measure, he also added all other aspects of naval air operations such as mine laying, attacks on shipping and reconnaissance, claiming ‘… anything that flies, belongs to me!’ This meant that the ambitious plan for a naval air force was all but abandoned in favour of fighters and army support aircraft.12 Even worse, as the total responsibility also included communication, it meant that any information from the aircraft was delayed for several hours while it ascended the Luftwaffe chain of command and then back down through the naval command to the ships.

In September 1939, Generalleutnant Hans Ferdinand Geisler had been ordered to establish the X Fliegerdivision with one specific task: conduct anti-shipping warfare against the Allies. Oberstleutnant Martin Harlinghausen was assigned as his Chief of Staff and they settled at Blankensee near Lübeck. The first unit assigned to X Fliegerdivision was the Heinkel He111-equipped KG 26 ‘Löwen Geschwader’ under Oberst Robert Fuchs.13
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Heinkel He111 of 7./KG 26 looking for prey. (Author’s collection)



The He111 was a sturdy but relatively slow medium bomber, far better suited to the intended tactical support role than chasing naval targets. In spite of a respectable bomb load, level bombing of agile warships was rarely successful, except where the ships were trapped in harbours or confined waters. On the open sea, they could usually turn away in time to avoid the bombs.

A significant addition to the corps would come in the form of KG 30 ‘Adler Geschwader, equipped with Junker Ju88 aircraft, pressed into service in the early days of the war. This sleek, twin-engine bomber was significantly faster than the He111 and, as it had dive-brakes, the bombs could be delivered from low level through a steep dive; far more suitable against warships than level bombing. The first operational Ju88s were assigned to Geisler’s command in late September 1939. At the same time, his unit was upgraded to a full air corps and renamed X Fliegerkorps. By April 1940, all three Gruppen of KG 30 under Oberstleutnant Walter Löbel were fully operational with Ju88s. The Eagles of KG 30 and the Lions of KG 26 were to develop a close partnership in the months before the attack on Norway. KG 26 would primarily concentrate on merchant shipping while KG 30 would take on the Allied navies.
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Junker Ju88-A5 of 1.(F)/123 at Sola-Stavanger airfield in late May 1940. This long-range reconnaissance unit was based in France at the time, but a few aircraft were temporarily transferred to Norway as the units there became short of aircraft and personnel. (Author’s collection)



On 12 April, Luftflotte V was established in Norway under the command of General-oberst Milch, who was to be in charge of all aircraft in that country, including transport units. Göring soon decided that Milch was needed for the campaign on the Western Front, however, and replaced him in early May with General Stumpff.14

During early April, the He111-equipped KG 4 and Kampfgruppe KGr 100, as well as the Fw200 Condor-equipped 1./KG 40 and Stuka-equipped I/StG 1 were temporarily assigned to X Fliegerkorps. After the invasion, two groups from Lehrgeschwader LG 1 and II/KG54, flying a mix of He111s and Ju88s, were also added.15 This meant that the entire maritime and anti-shipping experience of the Luftwaffe was engaged in Norway. By 26 April, when the German air offensive was at its peak, five hundred aircraft were available to Luftflotte V for use in Norway.16 Apart from the single-seat Bfì.09 fighters of JG 77 at Kjevik-Kristiansand, virtually all Luftwaffe fighter missions over Norway in the spring of 1940 were flown by the half-dozen Ju88C heavy fighters of Z/KG 30 or the twin-engine, two-seater Messerschmitt Bf110s of I/ZG 76.17 Both units were based at Sola-Stavanger from 10/11 April until transferred to Værnes on 1 May and 20 May, respectively.

The aircraft flew from several airfields in northern Germany, Denmark and Norway, often using Fornebu-Oslo, Sola-Stavanger and Værnes-Trondheim as forward bases for multiple raids during one day. The majority of the aircraft returned to Aalborg in Denmark or a German airfield at night, though, to avoid congestion in Norway. When it was evident that the Norwegians would resist and that Allied forces would come to their assistance, the significance of the Norwegian airfields multiplied and their possession was eventually to be one of the vital factors of the German success.
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Messerschmitt Bf110 of 1./ZG 76 at Sola-Stavanger airfield in April 1940. (Author’s collection)
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Junker Ju87 Stuka dive-bomber of I/StG 1 at Sola-Stavanger airfield in April 1940. This is the long-range R-version with wing-mounted extra tanks. (E Knutson collection)
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British aerial reconnaissance photo of Lake Jonsvatnet taken in the early morning of 22 April. This was actually the last day the makeshift base on the lake was operational and most of the aircraft seen were probably lost in the melting ice. (National Archives AIR 28/942)



The flying time from Fornebu or Sola to the Narvik area was substantial, and when it became clear that a major Allied expeditionary corps had landed there, Værnes-Trondheim was vital. No more than a grass-covered aerodrome, the thaw made it soggy and dangerous to use, and while repair work was carried out, the ice on nearby Lake Jonsvatnet was found more suitable. At times, up to fifty aircraft operated from the frozen lake. Following an attack on Namsos on 20 April, a number of the He111 of KGr 100 landed on the ice of Jonsvatnet, including the Gruppenkommandeur Hauptmann Artur von Casimir. During the next day, a rapid thaw made his aircraft sink into the softening ice. With no cranes or other heavy equipment available, the aircraft eventually vanished through the thinning ice in spite of the efforts of the ground crew to save it.18

Work on Værnes started on 24 April and some two thousand Norwegian men from the district found it opportune, drawn by good money, cigarettes and alcohol, to report for work at the airfield, in spite of the fact that the aircraft to be flown from there would attack their countrymen in the still unoccupied parts of the country. On 21/22 April, the ice on Jonsvatnet became unusable, but by the 28th, an 800-metre wooden runway at Værnes was cleared for use and the next day, most of KG 26 was transferred from Sola, where it had been since 17 April.
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Gruppenkommandeur Hauptmann Artur von Casimir of KGr 100. It is the afternoon of 20 April and he has just landed his He111 on the ice of Lake Jonsvatnet. An unforeseen thaw during the next day, combined with the absence of heavy moving equipment, left the aircraft stuck in the ice and it eventually fell through, sinking into the lake. The Heinkel was recovered in September 2004, witnessed by von Casimir, and is now being restored in Germany. (Von Casimir via F Wilson)



It would be 20 June before the whole runway was completely rebuilt, but from early May Værnes was fully operational; at its peak, more than one hundred aircraft operated from there on a daily basis. Conditions were rather primitive though, and on 26 April, Admiral Boehm, Supreme Naval Commander in Norway, reported to Raeder after a visit to Trondheim that Værnes was ‘… small, sodden and miserable at this time of the year with low clouds hanging down from the surrounding mountains’.19

From 3 May, X Fliegerkorps was significantly reduced. II and III/LG 1, as well as II/KG 54, were ordered to return to Germany for the attack in the West. Shortly after, parts of KG 26 and KG 30 were also pulled back. Most of the remaining aircraft were deployed at Værnes, from where they could reach Narvik more easily than from the airfields in the south, while remaining largely immune from anything but British carrier-borne attacks. By 10 May, the village of Hattfjelldal near Mosjøen, where there was a small airstrip that with some improvements could be used for refuelling, greatly increased the time the bombers could stay over the Narvik area.20

In most of the summaries of the campaign in Norway, German air superiority is held to have been one of the most decisive factors affecting the outcome. There is little argument against this, but it is noteworthy that General Pellengahr, in his account of the events in Gudbrandsdal, holds that several other weapons were more important – among them, the heavy machine guns mounted on half-track motorcycles. In his summary of lessons from the campaign in Norway, General Auchinleck wrote:


The actual casualties caused to troops on the ground by low-flying attacks were few, but the morale effect of continuous machine-gunning from the air was considerable. Further, the enemy made repeated use of low-flying attacks with machine guns in replacement of artillery to cover the movement of his troops. Troops in forward positions subjected to this form of attack are forced to ground and, until they have learned by experience its comparative innocuousness are apt not to keep constant watch on the enemy. Thus the enemy were enabled on many occasions to carry out forward and outflanking movements with impunity. The second effect of low-flying attacks was the partial paralysis of headquarters and the constant interruption in the exercise of command. Thirdly, low-flying attacks against transport moving along narrow roads seriously interfered with supply, though this was never completely interrupted. Bombing was not effective against personnel deployed in the open, but this again interfered with the functioning of headquarters and the movement of supply.21



Called Upon to Decide

Taken aback by the speed and success of the German landings, the Norwegian Commanding General Kristian Laake was not up to the task of organising an adequate defence. On 11 April, the 58-year-old Otto Ruge was promoted to Generalmajor and appointed in Laake’s place.22 He immediately took on the challenge of establishing his headquarters at Øyer near Lillehammer. Lines of command were organised, ensuring younger officers were deployed at the field units and an immediate mobilisation of the men and weapons still available was ordered. Orders were also issued to blow up all road and railway bridges and sever telephone and telegraph lines as close to Oslo as possible. At the time of his appointment, Ruge was largely unknown to the British, except for the military staff at the legation. Assistant Air Attaché Dore later wrote that Ruge had a ‘reputation of being a soldier and man of outstanding quality’ and ‘the subsequent relations of the other attachés and myself with him at the Norwegian GHQ, fully confirmed this estimate.’23
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Generalmajor Otto Ruge. (Scanpix)
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To contain the German advance northwards from Oslo, Ruge initiated a series of defensive lines, behind which the improvised mobilisation could continue while it became clear what level of Allied help was to be expected. Two infantry battalions and some artillery of the 2nd Division were under the command of General Hvinden Haug on the east side of Lake Mjøsa and another group on the west side under Oberst Dahl. In Østerdal, the situation was unclear, but eventually, Infantry Regiment 5 (IR 5) established some sort of barrier to counter the German advance. At Voss, Generalmajor William Steffens had succeeded in mobilising a significant part of the 4th Division, but he was not allowed to initiate the plan he had prepared: for a recapture of Bergen, aided by British naval support. Ruge knew the latter would not come and instead Oberst Østbye was ordered on 18 April to move east from Voss with nearly five thousand men of the 4th Brigade to check the German advance into Valdres. This meant that Voss would inevitably fall, but, if successful, Oberst Østbye’s forces might threaten the flank of the main German advance northwards and possibly halt it. No Norwegian offensive emerged out of Valdres or the neighbouring Hallingdal, but the fierce resistance by Oberst Østbye and his men kept the Allied right flank firm, halting a German turning action that could have created a disaster of far greater proportions than actually happened in Gudbrandsdal (see Chapter 5). As long as the Germans were prevented from making landward connections between Oslo, Trondheim and Bergen, they would be vulnerable to Allied countermeasures. In addition, the west coast would remain open for the Norwegian forces to operate and for the Allies to land their expeditionary forces.

Based on the expectation of imminent Allied support, Ruge’s strategy was to fall back, as slowly as possible, while maintaining the fighting capacity of as many units as possible, to be able to work jointly with Allied forces when they arrived, as well as keeping a front behind which King Haakon and the government were safe. No offensive operations of any magnitude would be initiated until the combined Allied-Norwegian forces were strong enough to retake Trondheim. Resistance was to be offered at all convenient places, but once the pressure became serious, the commanders had orders to fall back to avoid unnecessary losses and preserve the strength of their units.

Oberst Rasmus Hatledal, the Army Chief of Staff, had been suffering from tuberculosis for a long time and Ruge insisted he took a spell of leave due to his indisposition.24 Oberstløytnant Wrede Holm continued to handle intelligence and security, while Oberstløytnant Ole Berg handled operations, supplies and communications.25 The C-in-C of the Army Air Force, Oberst Thomas Gulliksen, was sent to Britain via Sweden on the 14th to receive a shipment of Curtiss Hawk 75A-6 fighter aircraft on its way from the USA, have them assembled and made operational to be flown to Norway. He was also to try to purchase additional aircraft from the British, if possible.26 Commanding Admiral Diesen willingly accepted to be subordinated to General Ruge. Hence, the Norwegian forces had a unified command for the first time, even if there was limited contact with some of the divisions and naval units, particularly in Østfold and south-western Norway.27

All over the country men reported to barracks outside German control and the mobilisation took effect.28 During the week, as the initial period of disorganisation and chaos subsided, the first new elements of the army were reported ready, even if they desperately lacked artillery, anti-tank weapons and, above all, anti-aircraft guns. Significant stores of such weapons were actually present in some depots, but were not issued in time. In all, some 25,000–30,000 men were under arms across Norway during most of the campaign. This is only around one-fifth of those that could have been mobilised had the process started in time.29 Where the mobilisation managed to occur successfully, things progressed in reasonable order and many of these units fought well later on, like the 4th Brigade in Valdres and 6th Division at Narvik. Unfortunately, the main disorder was in the central parts of eastern Norway, where the German pressure was to be the hardest.

The ammunition situation was reasonable. The Germans apparently never became aware of the significance of the munitions factory at Raufoss. The factory was never bombed, and considerable amounts of ammunition was transported northwards before it was overrun.30

‘Fight we shall – and we must fight with what we have,’ Ruge said repeatedly, but this determination was based on the timely arrival of adequate Allied support. Ruge believed it would be possible to hold a firmer line against the Germans when his forces had reached a line from Dokka in Valdres, through the southern entry to Gudbrandsdal, to Rena in Østerdal; i.e. at the foothills of the central Norwegian mountains. By the time this happened, he believed – according to the promises he had been given from London – Allied reinforcements would have arrived and operations to remove the German bridgeheads in Trondheim, Narvik and possibly Bergen would be underway or at least in the planning. On the 16th, General Ruge declared to his troops that ‘things are coming to order, at the front as well as behind it.’ The first Allied troops had landed, but he warned that hard times were still ahead.31

The German advance from the greater Oslo region northwards was slow at first but accelerated when the weather lifted and aircraft could be used to their full extent. Hamar fell on the 18th, Elverum and Gjøvik on the 19th. Hence, Lillehammer was now threatened and the Germans were approaching the line where Ruge intended they should be halted with Allied help.

The German soldiers were disciplined, well trained and fought with determination, particularly in close combat. In addition, they were equipped with hand grenades and machine pistols, which the Norwegians lacked altogether. Marksmanship, however, seems to have been less well developed and over longer distances, in the right kind of terrain, the Norwegians often had the upper hand, utilising their heavy machine guns and excellent sharp-shooters with their own hunting rifles. Several of the Norwegian positions held for much longer than expected and, at times, the Germans were even sometimes driven back. Such successes were seldom followed up, though, due to inadequate resources and the orders not to risk losses. German artillery, tanks and aircraft eventually made the situation extremely difficult for the Norwegians, however, and they started falling back, destroying bridges, telephone lines and other means of communication.
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Norwegian officers gathering outside the church at Norderhov, north of Oslo, summarising intelligence reports and planning the defence of the area. (Forsvarsmuseet)



Løytnant Jean Michelet, adjutant of the General Staff, later wrote:


German aircraft were continuously overhead in these days, spreading fear and confusion with their machine guns and bombs. The material damage was not always significant, but the threat from the air appeared overwhelming to morale. There were occasional signs of panic, but some kept their heads. I remember one instance when we received a call from Oberst Schiötz, General Hvinden Haug’s Chief of Staff, who told us: ‘I am just taking a shave. It seems to have a very reassuring effect on the men.’ … The transfer of troops and material from Åndalsnes to Gudbrandsdal was strongly interfered with by the German aircraft. Every day, the railway was broken in several places, but the Norwegian railway-men did a tremendous job and during the evening they repaired the line and the trains were running until the first bombers appeared again in the morning. The bombers followed a very regular timetable. Everyday at 11am, the first bombs would fall, continuing for about an hour. Then a break until about 2pm. The third and last raid of the day usually occurred at about 5pm, again for another hour. After having dropped their bombs, the aircraft strafed roads and villages, and movement during daylight was dangerous.32



After narrowly escaping German bombs at Nybergsund on the 11th, King Haakon, Crown Prince Olav and the government split up and travelled in several groups in great secrecy. From Lillehammer they went through Rena, Tofte and Lesjasverk, before meeting again at Otta, south of Dombås, on the 14th.33 German aircraft were often overhead and it was decided, on the advice of General Ruge, to continue towards Molde and Åndalsnes, where it was anticipated Allied forces would soon be landing. That same day, however, German paratroopers landed at Dombås and it would be another ten days before they arrived in Molde. The whereabouts of King Haakon and the government were kept highly secret and, though bombing and strafing took place close by several times, there was never another attack like the one at Nybergsund – it appeared that German intelligence no longer had any knowledge of their whereabouts.

Nygaardsvold and his government were totally unprepared for this way of life and there were instances of resignation and crisis, but perseverance prevailed. The resolute denial of German demands, the stubborn decision to resist and the success in staying outside German control made sure that the weakest armed forces in Europe would, for some time, stand up to the strongest, contrary to all expectations. By remaining free behind Norwegian lines and refusing to accept Quisling’s ‘national government’, King Haakon and his government effectively stopped the Germans from imposing a political solution on Norway, placing Norway firmly on the Allied side. Meetings were held wherever possible: discussing such matters as securing the Norwegian merchant fleet for Allied use, the relationship with Sweden, financial issues, the running of the war and cooperation with the Allied forces.34

The British Minister Cecil Dormer left Oslo in the early morning of 9 April with most of his staff after having been warned by Foreign Minister Koht that German warships were approaching Norway’s major cities. By midday, they had settled at Høsbjør hotel outside Hamar, where Frank Foley – officially the passport control officer, but in reality head of MI6 – had his staff setting up communications with London through a portable W/T (wireless telegraph) set brought from the embassy. Later, Dormer, Foley and Assistant Air Attaché Wing Commander Alan Dore went back to Hamar to find Koht to establish what was going on and let him know a line of communication had been established. Eventually, at 16:00, they met with Oberst Thomas Gulliksen, inspector general of the Army Air Force, who brought an urgent, formal request from the Norwegian government for ‘immediate military and aerial assistance’.35 The text of a telegram describing the situation at Hamar was set up, followed by an urgent request for help to be ciphered and transmitted over Foley’s W/T set.36

A few hours later, the diplomats at Høsbjør were notified that German spearheads were approaching Hamar and that the government had left the town. Dormer and his French colleague Minister Robert de Dampierre took off immediately to try to stay in touch with the Norwegians. By the time Foley and others were ready to depart, it was difficult to find a car and when they eventually did, the road to Elverum was closed. Thus they headed west, eventually ending up in Åndalsnes the next day. The radio and its operator went with Dormer, but during the night they became separated and Dormer was therefore prevented from further communication with London.37

Dormer and Dore were introduced to Commanding General Otto Ruge during the morning of the 11th. He stressed the vital importance of prompt and effective Allied action, which Dormer, based on information he had received the previous day from the War Cabinet, confirmed would be forthcoming. After the meeting, Dormer, who had been instructed by the British Foreign Office to stay in contact with the Norwegian government, headed for Nybergsund. There, to his relief, he was assured that both King Haakon and his cabinet had dismissed German attempts at negotiations, as well as Quisling’s coup in Oslo. Minister of Defence Ljungberg stressed the importance of immediate assistance to General Ruge, including A/A guns and anti-tank rifles.38

In spite of his best efforts, Dormer did not manage to stay in contact with the Norwegian government for long. After being bombed at Nybergsund they split up, and their whereabouts were no longer disclosed. Later, Dormer wrote to Lord Halifax of his experiences:


His Majesty and his Government were called upon to decide [on many critical problems] at a moment’s notice in a more or less complete unpreparedness and physical exhaustion. I was in touch with them most days, but there was no time for conversation. When they asked me to come to them it was invariably to discuss a particular question, in a crowded room, standing up; in the kind of conditions that might be described as chaos and confusion. And yet, although they had no administrative machine to work with – since everyone became scattered – they have succeeded already in establishing some semblance of Government in districts free of Germans.39



Dormer went across the border to Sweden on 12 April, but returned in the night of the 15th/16th with Dore, Naval Attaché Hector Boyes and other members of his staff, as well as de Dampierre and his staff, in search of Koht and Nygaardsvold. Eventually they ended up at Otta, and later Lesjasverk, with sporadic contact with Foreign Minister Koht and few means of communication with the War Cabinet, other than by courier to the British Embassy in Stockholm. During the night of 25/26 April, Dormer and de Dampierre arrived in Molde.40

Before Ruge’s appointment, Oberst Hatledal had contacted Foley with queries regarding Allied help. Hatledal knew well that Foley, by that time in Åndalsnes, was an MI6 officer and assumed he was in contact with London.41 The following night, after the arrival of General Ruge and the move to Øyer, contact was made again, this time with a determined request for immediate assistance, adding that the primary Norwegian goal was the recapture of Trondheim and Trøndelag. To facilitate further communication, it was decided that Foley and his secretary Margaret Reid should return to Øyer and liaise directly with the Norwegian headquarters. They arrived around 04:20 on the 13th by train and Foley immediately went to see Ruge.42
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German soldiers taking shelter behind a light tank during the advance north of Gjøvik around 20 April. (Author’s collection)



A telegram was composed from Ruge to the British prime minister:


We began this war in the belief that the British Government would act at once. We were surprised before we had time to mobilise and lost all our aircraft, supplies and stores. We are prepared to receive troops at once and to act immediately from our side. My King, Crown Prince and Government are being hunted by German bombers and we were bombed last night. The people are all for fighting, but they cannot fight without assistance.43



However, Foley was no longer in direct communication with London: the telegram had to be sent to Lillehammer by dispatch rider after encoding, and sent from the telegraph station there, via the Vigra radio station outside Ålesund to Wick in Scotland. During subsequent meetings later in the day, in which Defence Minister Ljungberg also participated, it was emphasised again that assistance was urgently needed. Landings were recommended at Åndalsnes, from where troops could be transported to Dombås by rail, and possibly onwards to Trondheim, while at the same time denying any German use of the railway between Oslo and Dombås. Another telegram from General Ruge to the War Cabinet on the 14th concluded: ‘British action in some form is necessary both to make further resistance possible and Norwegian people and army understand England really means business … If we do not get [active military assistance immediately], Norway will be German within a week.’44

Foley added a personal comment: ‘It is important you should realise that Norway has lost her arsenals and supplies in towns captured by Germans. They are fighting almost with bare fists. Troops have only first line equipment and ammunition for a few days. You should be prepared to send complete equipment.’45

And a few hours later: ‘C-in-C Norway, who is a very level-headed man, says that unless Trondheim is recaptured at once by a ruthless attack, there will be a first-class disaster from which the Allies will find it hard to recover. C-in-C means every word of his telegram to the PM.’46

The first answer was positive, including a personal assurance from Prime Minister Chamberlain: ‘We are coming as fast as possible and in great strength…. We are preventing enemy reinforcements arriving by sea. We are inspired by your message and feel sure you have only to hold on until we arrive for both our countries to emerge victorious.’47

Foley developed a close personal relationship with Ruge. In the weeks that followed, he and his staffwould give sterling service and become indispensable for the communication between the Norwegian military authorities and London.48 Foley’s position as senior MI6 officer allowed him to use the heading: ‘Priority absolute – clear the line!’ – which did just that and ensured that the signals arrived in London in record time. On the 16th, two W/T operators, Edwards and Murphy, arrived from the British Embassy in Stockholm, the latter bringing a radio and batteries. This improved communications, as long as it worked, especially after the Vigra station was bombed on the 18th.

All codebooks had been destroyed before the legation in Oslo was evacuated on the morning of 9 April; Margaret Reid used an emergency code based on the book Sesame and Lilies with letter codes referring to page, paragraph, sentence, word and letter in that particular book. It was a virtually unbreakable code, unless you had exactly the same book at the receiving end, but was also very laborious to encrypt and decrypt, limiting the length and detail of the messages that could be sent. Miss Joan Cole-Hamilton and Miss Elisabeth Kitson, legation staff already at Åndalsnes, were called to Øyer during the 13th to increase the ciphering capacity and worked practically around the clock with Margaret Reid. Kaptein Leif Rolstad, who spoke good English, was transferred to Foley’s group as liaison officer with a dozen men to take care of telephones, communication, billeting and guard duties. True to his profession, Foley kept his identity and task secret and most of the men guarding him and his staff knew him only as the ‘Chief’. Arvid Kapelrud was a member of the guard unit and later wrote:


… the Chief worked all day and most of the night. Only for half an hour in the evening would he take a brisk walk along the road; a small, thickset gentleman in a dark blue Ulster. He had a marked face with a hooked nose, sharp eyes and silver hair. The habit of always keeping his hands in his pockets made him easily recognisable. His dispatch riders were kept busy day and night with the little white envelopes that were to be brought up to the radio transmitter on the hill, where the two Englishmen and a Norwegian assistant were working.49



When the Norwegian headquarters moved northwards (eventually into Romsdal), Foley’s group and its Norwegian support followed, being the only reliable contact to the Allies, until they finally ended up in Åndalsnes and Molde for evacuation.50

The French and British military attachés were also taken care of by Rolstad’s guard force, as were most of the British military missions that arrived at the Norwegian headquarters in the following weeks. The newly appointed British military attaché, Lieutenant Colonel Edward King-Salter reached the Norwegian headquarters from Finland (where he had held the same post) late on 14 April. He was joined by Assistant Air Attaché Dore, who returned from Sweden with Dormer a few days later. Along with the French military and naval attachés, Bertrand-Vigne and d’Arzur, King-Salter was to develop a close relationship with General Ruge. On the 15th, he sent the first of a series of messages to London with fairly accurate assessments of the German forces in the eastern region, as well as the strength of the Norwegian forces. He also reported the large number of German reinforcements that were reaching Trondheim by air from Oslo and Stavanger. Being the only British officer at the Norwegian headquarters, and having only a vague description of his task, King-Salter ‘took a liberal interpretation of my functions’, in his own words. Some may say too liberal, as at times he would act more as a devoted campaigner for General Ruge and his views of how to run the war rather than an objective observer.51

Admiral Edward Evans, arriving in Sweden as a member of an Anglo-French mission to Stockholm on 19 April, was also sent into Norway to meet with King Haakon and his military commanders. He eventually found Ruge at Øyer in the evening of the 20th and brought encouraging news to him; he also met King Haakon later in the evening. In particular Evans enthusiastically let it be known that a naval assault on Trondheim was imminent; unbeknown to him, the operation actually had been cancelled twenty-four hours earlier (see below).52

On 15 April, Captain Robert Losey, the US assistant military attaché, was sent into Norway to liaise with the Norwegian High Command by the US Envoy Mrs Harriman, who remained at Sälen in Sweden. On the 20th, he sought shelter in a railway tunnel near Dombås during a German air raid. Venturing too close to the opening to see what was happening, Losey was mortally hit by shrapnel, becoming one of the first US citizens to die in combat in Europe during WWII.

In Oslo, Vidkun Quisling moved into the Parliament building during the morning of the 10th. His speech on the radio the night before, declaring himself prime minister, had been a major surprise to Norwegians as well as Germans. Some opportunistic youngsters reported to give their services to the new leader, but few of the ‘ministers’ he had appointed actually appeared. In fact, at least five of the eight declined or never responded. Worse, many longterm supporters did not wish to become involved in an obvious coup and turned their back on Quisling, some even defying his orders and joining the Norwegian forces.

Minister Bräuer reported to Berlin that ‘Quisling is more negative than productive and is not up to the task.’ The Abwehr agent Benecke also sent several critical reports on the new ‘prime minister’, asserting that his self-declared rise to head of state actually strengthened the resolve among the Norwegians to resist. On the 15th, Bräuer informed Quisling that Hitler had decided he would have to go. His ‘government’ had for all practical purposes never functioned and nothing had been achieved during its six days of existence.53 Except for Quisling himself and a handful of people in his nearest circle, very few Norwegians actually supported the Germans during the invasion and the ensuing campaign. The majority of the officers and soldiers who later joined the Nasjonal Samling (NS) Party or the Waffen SS ‘to fight the Bolsheviks’, fought loyally with the Norwegian forces during the campaign and there was no organised, active ‘fifth column’, even if some people in the occupied areas rapidly returned to a normal life – including helping the Germans as long as there was money involved. The majority of the population fully supported the resistance instigated by the government and General Ruge.

A hybrid ‘government’ or administrative council was set up, masterminded by Bräuer, to have jurisdiction over, and administration of, the occupied areas. Having no foundation in the constitution and no ambition to be anything but an emergency solution, this did not work either. On 19 April, Hitler cut through the mess and appointed Josef Terboven as his representative and Reichkommissar in Norway. All attempts at a peaceful occupation had failed – the country would now have to be ‘Nazified’ the hard way.54

Neutral Towards Whom?

The Swedish government was very apprehensive in the days following Operation Weserübung. In spite of having been reassured in advance that they would not be invaded, Sweden feared a German advance into its territory, particularly into Lapland to secure the ore fields. The aid to Finland during the winter had exhausted the Swedish depots and the quality of the remaining material was low. Regarding the Allies, the Swedish government was very clear: Sweden was to remain strictly neutral and wanted no assistance whatsoever in assuring this. The same message was sent to Berlin, but the German envoy in Stockholm, Victor Prinz zu Wied, visited the Swedish Foreign Minister Christian Günther in the early morning of 9 April, repeating the assurances that Sweden was not threatened, but also adding instructions of what Stockholm should do and not do to guarantee this.

The president of the Norwegian Parliament, Carl Hambro, left the government for Stockholm during the morning of 10 April. He arrived in the Swedish capital in the evening and, being met by journalists at the railway station, told them he had come to seek support for his country in the struggle against the invaders. This was registered in Berlin and clear advice was forwarded to the Swedish government: it would be best for all if Hambro was isolated and kept silent.55 Thus, the Norwegian Stortingspresident was for several days denied a meeting with the Swedish government to explain the situation in Norway and ask for support – to the satisfaction of the German government. In addition, a ban was issued on Swedes volunteering to join the Norwegian forces.56 On the 15th, Prinz zu Wied was informed by Günther that all military action on the Swedish side was directed at maintaining the neutrality and that Sweden would not interfere in Norway. On the same day, a delegation led by Admiral Fabian Tamm, the C-in-C of the Swedish Navy, travelled to Berlin in order to assert to Hitler, Raeder and Göring in person that Sweden would defend itself at all costs, should Allied forces enter their territory, including Lapland. A few days later, it was confirmed in a personal letter from King Gustav to Hitler that any British attempts to cross the Swedish borders would be resisted. There was no mention of German attempts.

The Swedish government wished to be ‘strictly neutral’, but there is little doubt that this included an eagerness to oblige German political and commercial demands and maintain agreed arrangements, including the supply of iron ore. There was no small amount of disappointment in the Norwegian government when Sweden did not find it opportune to practise anything like the same ‘benevolent neutrality’ that had been the case regarding Finland. In particular, the refusal to allow the purchase of ammunition and the dismissal of youngsters trying to cross the border to join the Norwegian forces in the north created anger – all the more so when the German transit of equipment and personnel to and from Narvik became known. On 24 April, Ambassador Wollebæk in Stockholm delivered a letter to Foreign Minister Günther from the Norwegian government where ‘the manner in which the Swedish Government exercised its neutrality versus Norway’ was deeply lamented. Hambro commented: ‘… of course they are neutral, the question is, towards whom?’57

Indecision

The Allied Supreme War Council had in February 1940 delegated the command of Scandinavian operations to the British government, rendering the Allied Military Committee to a subordinate function. Hence, the British War Cabinet served throughout the campaign in Norway as the authority by which all major decisions were taken or at least ratified.

The Military Coordination Committee (MCC), consisting of the service ministers with their Chiefs of Staff as expert advisers, was officially the link between the decision makers of the War Cabinet and the services. Winston Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty and senior service minister, would lead the MCC, except when the prime minister was in the chair.58 As Chamberlain was rarely there during the first phase of the campaign, Churchill dominated the committee – his assessments, conclusions and decisions would more often than not become British, and thus Allied, policy. This was especially the case as during late April the independent power of the Chiefs of Staff Committee (CoS) was reduced by the appointment of Major General Hastings Ismay as senior staff officer and Churchill’s representative, heading the committee in his absence and reporting directly to him. The CoS – otherwise consisting of Admiral Dudley Pound, General Edmund Ironside and Air Chief Marshal Cyril Newall – found itself in a challenging position, having the dual task of being individual and collective advisers to the War Cabinet and the MCC, while still serving their respective ministers. At this stage of the war, the CoS was usually in attendance at the MCC meeting and had to spend a gruelling amount of time in conferences, leaving less time to focus and limiting their function as objective counsellors.

On the 15th, Ironside noted in his diary: ‘A very hard day. Too many Committees and too little work at what is our job – the war. Explaining details to a lot of old gentlemen is weary work.’ On the 16th he added that Churchill ‘was in great form and had recovered some of his sleep. He is a curious creature of ups and downs. Very difficult to deal with when in his downs.’ By most accounts, Ironside himself (Chief of the Imperial General Staff – CIGS) was not an easy man either when opposed. Now, these men were about to take the lead in shaping the Allied response to Operation Weserübung, rising above personal differences and conflicting inter-service concepts and strategies.59
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Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty. (Author’s collection)



Awakened by the news of German intrusions in Norway, the CoS met at 06:30 on the 9th. At the time, there was no news from Narvik and it was believed that the Germans were not there. Hence, the initial response was focused on Bergen and Trondheim, in that order. Major General Ismay wrote: ‘The gathering … was not exactly inspiring. I had hoped that one or other of the Chiefs of Staff would have a plan of action, but so far as I can remember not a single constructive suggestion had been put forward by the time that we had to break up the meeting and join the War Cabinet.’ At Downing Street, the War Cabinet, convening at 08:30, directed that no troops were to move towards Norway at all until the situation had become clearer. Air reconnaissance should be initiated as soon as possible to ‘clarify the situation, but no bombing should commence until this had been achieved. Meanwhile, the C-in-C Home Fleet should take ‘all possible steps to clear Bergen and Trondheim of German forces’, while the Chiefs of Staff should ‘set on foot preparations for military expeditions’ to recapture both cities as well as take control of Narvik. These expeditions should, however, ‘not move until the naval situation had been cleared up’.60

Except for the telegrams from Dormer and Foley, the British government’s information from Norway during the first few days after the landings was limited to international newspaper reports. This information was at best random and conflicting and tended to give an exaggerated view of the confusion within the Norwegian military and civil administration. It was not until 10:30 in the morning that information of German landings at Narvik was received in London – through the press.61

General Mackesy, who was hurriedly ordered off the cruiser Aurora, onboard which he believed he was going to Narvik, wrote:


We were to have sailed on Monday 8th April, but news arrived of the German invasion of Denmark and Norway. The sailing of the convoy was cancelled. Aurora and destroyers were ordered at best speed to the North Sea and I and staff were transferred to Batory. On Tuesday 9th April, fresh Cabinet orders arrived for me … We now definitely entered the stage of ‘plans by impulsiveness and out of ignorance’, for at about this moment, Mr. Winston Churchill had almost supreme personal responsibility for the direction of the Imperial war effort.62



In his revised orders, Mackesy was ordered to sea in the troopship Batory, and informed that: ‘orders to the point in Norway at which you are to disembark will be issued while you are at sea in the light of the situation in Norway at the time.’63

At 14:00, the Admiralty issued orders to British naval authorities throughout the world that Norwegian and Danish ships were to be ‘taken under British protection and detained in harbour’. Orders were also given to all ships in home waters that ‘merchant ships seen approaching the Scandinavian coast were to be advised to proceed to Kirkwall.’

Prior to the second meeting of the MCC that day, convening at 21:30, Churchill had received signals through the Admiralty that the Germans had indeed reached Narvik, though their strength there was uncertain, and advised against operations at Trondheim or Bergen. General Ironside concurred, emphasising that the recapture of Narvik would be a major operation requiring significant resources. As this coincided with the French view, the War Cabinet, at Churchill’s recommendation, readily accepted Narvik as the primary objective in Norway at their subsequent meeting next morning.64

In the afternoon of the 9th, the French Prime Minister Reynaud, Minister of Defence Daladier and Admiral Darlan flew to London to discuss the consequences of the events in Norway for the Western Front. Little of note emerged, but it was decided to occupy the Danish Faeroes forthwith and approach the government of Iceland with an offer of help against potential German aggression. The Faeroes were occupied on the 13th, and a decision to send troops to Iceland was eventually taken on 6 May. As for Norway, Daladier held that Narvik should be secured first and that the Chasseurs Alpins intended for Finland a month earlier were still available and could be deployed at short notice.65

Following the German air attack on the Home Fleet off Bergen on the 9th, the C-in-C of the Home Fleet, Admiral Forbes, became convinced that, in the absence of fighter protection, his fleet could not operate safely in the North Sea. Instead, he recommended to the Admiralty that the Royal Navy should make a stand against the Germans further north, the ‘southern part being left mostly to our submarines as surface forces will find difficulty patrolling etc. due to German [air-]superiority’. Ominously, he added that: ‘Furious cannot work in latitudes we have been in today. One hit similar to that sustained by Rodney would go clean through her.’66 More or less at the same time, the Admiralty was drawing its own conclusions, shown in a signal to Forbes:


The policy of the Allies is to give Norway as much assistance as possible. To do this it will be necessary to take Bergen and Trondheim. Narvik will also be taken. The order in which these operations will be undertaken has not been settled, but in the meantime it is important that no [German] reinforcements of any kind should reach these three places.67



This was supplemented later in the day:


… recapture of [Narvik] takes priority over operations against Bergen and Trondheim. Expedition is being prepared as quickly as possible, and you will be further informed when plan and timetable are completed … Interference with communications in southern areas must be left mainly to submarines, air and mining, aided by intermittent sweeps when forces allow.68



Thus, the concept of an attack on Bergen was quickly abandoned and replaced by a series of air attacks, mainly by the FAA. Churchill wrote to Pound on the 10th:


We must seal up Bergen with a watchful minefield and concentrate on Narvik, for which long and severe fighting will be required. It is immediately necessary to obtain one or two fuelling bases on the Norwegian coast … the Naval Staff are selecting various alternatives. Narvik must be fought for. Although we have been completely outwitted, there is no reason to suppose that prolonged and serious fighting in this area will not impose a greater drain on the enemy than on ourselves.69



In Narvik, Captain (D)2 Bernard Warburton-Lee led the ships of his 2nd Destroyer Flotilla, Hardy, Hotspur, Hunter, Hostile and Havock, up Ofotfjorden through a snowstorm, arriving at the entrance to Narvik harbour at dawn on 10 April. In the ensuing battle, several merchantmen and two German destroyers were sunk. On the way out, the British destroyers became engaged in a running fight with some of the Zerstörers and Hunter was sunk with great loss of life, while Hardy ran aground, severely damaged, and became a total loss. Warburton-Lee did not survive. Of the remaining eight German destroyers, at least two were not battleworthy and the rest low on fuel and ammunition.70

At the meeting of the War Cabinet commencing at 13:00 on the 10th, Chamberlain believed that dislodging the Germans from Norway ‘would be a difficult operation’ and concluded that Narvik ‘offered the only possible objective for an Allied attack’. Churchill, presumably with only fragmented information of the first British assault on the German destroyers at Narvik, held that ‘the Scandinavian position must be reviewed as a whole.’ If, as was believed to be the case, Narvik was held by three or four thousand Germans, it would be a major operation to recapture the town. The immediate priority should be to ‘seal up’ the German forces in Narvik, Bergen and Trondheim and deal with them one by one, Narvik being first priority. If handled correctly, Churchill said, the strategic situation would develop to Allied advantage and the value of obtaining bases in Norway would ‘outweigh the corresponding advantages gained by the Germans’. In his memoirs, published in 1948, he wrote: ‘It was from the beginning obviously impossible for us to rescue Southern Norway. Almost all our trained troops … were in France. Still we felt bound to do our utmost to go to their aid, even at violent derangement of our own preparations and interests.’

He seemed to have forgotten in the eight years that had passed since 1940 that 234 British mines had been laid off Narvik twenty-four hours prior to the German invasion. Not to mention that British and French forces were to be sent to Norway as soon as the Germans took the bait and ‘set foot on Norwegian soil, or there was clear evidence they intend to do so’. The troops for these landings were, by 8 April, largely ready in, or on their way to, the embarkation ports.71

Things were still pretty much at an assessment stage in London during 11 April, and the daily War Cabinet meeting was short, deciding nothing other than that time was of the essence. The only thing General Ironside found worth putting to his diary was that: ‘finally, a cruiser goes off to-day at 11a.m. with General Mackesy with 250 of the Scots Guard, and they should be able to gain touch with the Norwegians at Harstad. We want a bit of luck.’ Ironside had very limited information from northern Norway and wanted to have some men on the ground as soon as possible to assess the situation and above all learn the true strength and whereabouts of the German and Norwegian forces in the area. Typical of the prevailing confusion though, General Mackesy did not actually depart Scapa Flow until twenty-four hours later (see Chapter 10).72

Hammer Strike

It should not take much pondering over a map of Norway to realise that the Trondheim region was of considerably higher strategic significance in the spring of 1940 than Narvik. Possession of Narvik without control of Trondheim would have limited value as long as Sweden remained neutral. Shipping ore from Narvik to either Germany or Britain past a Trondheim region in enemy hands – with airfields, submarine bases and surface raiders – would be a risky business. Similarly, maintaining supply lines to Narvik past an enemy base at Trondheim would be hard to sustain.

The port of Trondheim was the largest north of Bergen, with ample piers, heavy lifting cranes and, not least, road and railway connections to areas where the Germans could be fought. An Allied recapture of Trondheim and the establishment of a strong bridgehead in Trøndelag would hinder German dominance over Norway and allow Norwegian forces in the north to be mobilised. It would also allow King Haakon and the government a place to establish themselves and stabilise the situation. In a communication from General Ironside’s staff, made in the afternoon of the 10th and forwarded to the War Cabinet, it was concluded that ‘the only base from which effective military action can be undertaken in Norway and Sweden is Trondheim. Our objective therefore should be to establish or capture if necessary a base from which we can secure [this] area.’ Some 1,200 German troops were believed to be in the area, supported by naval ships with ‘at least an 8-inch cruiser’. A suitable Allied expeditionary corps combined with Norwegian winter- and mountain-experienced troops would be a match for the Germans, who, the staff believed, could only be reinforced with difficulty. They suggested landing the main Allied forces at Namsos with a ‘strong diversion’ against Trondheim proper by a ‘small naval force with aircraft’.73

Though devastating for Norway and Trondheim, as it would have turned the country into a battlefield and the city into a target for the Luftwaffe, such a development would more than likely have resulted in at least a series of tactical defeats for the German XXI Corps, draining its resources and distracting attention. Still, the supposedly superior Guards Brigade was sent to Narvik in a confused rush while the less experienced Territorials went to the Trondheim region. Churchill was unable to lever his attention away from Narvik and the iron ore, which had been on his mind all winter, onto a proper strategic assessment of the situation in Norway after the German invasion. Eventually this mistake was to topple the Chamberlain government and put Churchill in Downing Street, but it would also cost many Allied lives.

General Ruge, supported by the HOK, was clear that the first Allied objective must be Trondheim and this was underlined forcefully to King-Salter and Bertrand-Vigne as soon as they arrived at his headquarters, to be forwarded on to London and Paris. Talking to Minister Dormer on the 18th, Ruge bluntly held that Narvik was ‘too far north for any success there to affect the situation in the south.

Admiral Evans voiced his opinion from Sweden:


Most urgent that Trondheim be re-captured forthwith, or both Norway and Sweden will completely lose faith in us. The psychological factor of getting King of Norway and his Government established in ancient capital would now be as valuable as the strategical importance. Narvik could wait anyway a fortnight.74



Orme Sargent, deputy undersecretary of state in the Foreign Office, left no doubt of his opinion in a memorandum to the Cabinet, where he stated that capturing Narvik was a waste of resources, no more important than the Faeroes. ‘For all practical purposes’, he wrote, ‘Norway ends at Trondheim.’ It was what lay to the south of that city that mattered.
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Trondheim, April 1940. The destroyer Paul Jacobi and an unidentified U-boat are moored in the harbour. (Tore Eggan collection)



In Paris, Prime Minister Reynaud let it be known to Ambassador Campbell, knowing he would convey his views to London, that ‘Trondheim is now the vital point’ and ‘Allied forces should be landed there as soon as it is possible.’ Information on the Trondheim area, including the forts at Agdenes, was forwarded from the Norwegian military command to London via several sources, but seems to have been largely ignored.75

The first concept for Operation Hammer, as the attack on Trondheim was called, was largely similar to that of Plan R4 two weeks earlier. It was anticipated that the main German resistance would be at Værnes and Agdenes, whereas the city itself would only be lightly defended. The 15th Brigade would be landed east of Trondheim, supported by a battery of Royal Marine 3.7-inch howitzers, to secure Værnes airfield and the railway to Sweden; the plan would be eventually to capture the town. Two Canadian battalions assisted by two hundred Royal Marines would be landed further west to capture the forts at Agdenes. The 147th Brigade would make up the reserve and arrive later.

The notion of joint operations had not been conceptualised in the British armed forces. Nobody was authorised to issue collective orders to commanders in the field and the services did not even have a common procedure for signals. Thus the directions issued from London for the conduct of the combined operations in Norway came from an Admiralty that had a greater immediate interest in blockade measures, a War Office conscious of its heavy commitments in France, and an Air Ministry whose first concern was the air defence of Great Britain. Major General Ismay wrote:


Amphibious operations … require highly trained personnel, a great variety of technical equipment, a detailed knowledge of the points at which the landings are to take place, accurate information about the enemy’s strength and dispositions, and, perhaps above all, meticulous planning and preparation. In the case of the projected Norwegian expeditions, none of these requirements could be fulfilled. The resources available were inadequate and unsuitable … the information about the enemy’s strength and dispositions was vague in the extreme … and there was no time for meticulous planning.76



Very late on 11 April, Churchill came to see General Ironside in his office, accompanied by Admiral Pound, Deputy Chief of Naval Staff Admiral Phillips, Newall of the RAF and Joubert de la Ferté of Coastal Command. To the general’s surprise and immense irritation, they told him that the cruiser Southampton, with General Mackesy on board, had not left for Narvik that day as planned, and would not do so until midday on the 12th. Besides, they wanted to consider diverting part of the Narvik force to Namsos, ‘staking out a claim’ for Trondheim. A destroyer had been to Namsos during that day and found no Germans there. Ironside knew nothing of this and lost his temper, banging the table and demanding to be kept far better informed.77

Churchill left without gaining the consent of the CIGS for diverting part of the intended Narvik force to Namsos. Nevertheless, in a meeting of the Naval Staff during the night of the 11th/12th, Admiral Phillips advised against sending troops to Narvik. This had been a hasty decision, he argued, when it seemed that Norway might surrender to the German invaders. Now that resistance was mounting, Narvik would be less important, whereas ‘Namsos was the key to retaking Trondheim, and … a footing in that area was important from a military point of view.’78

Next day, at the War Cabinet, Churchill supported a recommendation from General Ironside to secure Narvik as quickly as possible. Not quite in accord with all the facts, he advised that plans for the recapture of Narvik ‘were well advanced’, and that a ‘landing would be made within a few days’, adding that it was important to encourage the Norwegians to fight by letting them know assistance was imminent. As for Sweden, he added that the Anglo-French forces could not go to Gällivarre to secure the Swedish iron-ore fields. ‘If Sweden is hostile, they cannot. If Sweden is friendly, they need not.’ He also informed the Cabinet that the Naval Staff was ‘anxious to see Namsos occupied as soon as possible’ and that it was studying how this could be done without interrupting the plans for Narvik. He warned though that ‘the recapture of Trondheim was an operation the difficulty of which should not be underrated.’ The War Cabinet took note of the progress at Narvik and ‘agreed that it was important to secure a footing at Namsos’. In a note to the Joint Planning Staff on the same day, Churchill held that the recapture of Narvik, Operation Rupert, was settled and nothing should be done to ‘mar its integrity or delay its speed’. After this operation had been concluded, he added, the Allied forces would have a choice of objectives. Trondheim was not necessarily the first choice in the First Lord’s mind though, as ‘the attack upon Trondheim must be regarded as a serious operation, possibly exceeding the full strength of the forces now assigned to Operation Rupert.’79

On the 13th, before the annihilation of the remaining German destroyers at Narvik had become known, the War Cabinet decided, based on several urgent signals from Norway and Sweden, that Trondheim should also be recaptured. Ironside, anxious not to over-commit in Norway, warned that this might become a large operation, requiring troops to be withdrawn from France. Churchill was apprehensive too and argued that nothing should weaken the intentions at Narvik until the results from the ongoing naval operations there became known. Still, the Cabinet decided that forces, including French Chasseurs Alpins, could be diverted to other places on the Norwegian coast at short notice. The ‘North-Western Expeditionary Force’ was about to become a reality.80

*   *   *

On 13 April, Admiral Whitworth took Warspite, supported by Bedouin, Punjabi, Eskimo, Cossack, Kimberley, Forester, Icarus, Hero and Foxhound up Ofotfjorden to Narvik, destroying the remaining eight German Zerstörers.81 In Churchill’s eyes, this opened a strategic opportunity, and in a meeting late in the evening of the 13th, he again advised the MCC against ‘tampering with’ the plans for Narvik.82 Still, the Foreign Office informed Ambassador Mallet in Stockholm in the afternoon of the 13th that they ‘fully share view of Norwegian and Swedish Governments as to capital importance of Trondheim as focal centre’, and were ‘determined to make all efforts for its recapture’. To facilitate the operations, Narvik had been selected as the naval support base and ‘would be attacked shortly’.83 The advantages of Narvik as a naval base for operations against Trondheim were not elaborated. The Naval Staff anticipated no difficulty in silencing the shore batteries at the mouth of Trondheimsfjorden and the plans for Trondheim were conveyed to Admiral Forbes by the Admiralty in a signal received by him just after midnight on the 14th:





	(i)

	Government have now decided to land a force in the vicinity of Trondheim, so as to secure a footing from which that place can eventually be taken should it be decided to do so; and the following action is consequently being taken.




	(ii)

	Operation Henry is being carried out.




	(iii)

	A force of about 5000 men will arrive Namsos, probably a.m. 17th April, to hold place and try and advance to Steinkjær. This will be known as Operation Maurice.




	(iv)

	A force of marines and seamen from Nelson, Barham and Hood, about 600 strong, will land at Ålesund on about 17th April with object of neutralizing Inner Lead, south of Trondheim and create a diversion. This will be known as Operation Primrose.84








This was followed by:


Intention up to present has been to land at Namsos for the Trondheim area. For many reasons it would be advantageous to land the force inside Trondheim Fjord. Do you consider that the shore batteries could be either destroyed or dominated to such an extent as to permit transports to enter? And, if so, how many ships and of what type would you propose to use? Request early reply, as any plan must depend on the above.85



At 02:00 on the morning of the 14th, Churchill, accompanied by Admiral Phillips, again came to Ironside’s office. Both were by now probably convinced that Narvik was a ripe fruit soon about to fall into Allied hands but accepted that they would also have to prepare forces for Trondheim. No date could be given for the attack, but in the meantime landings at Namsos and Åndalsnes would create a pincer movement on the city to facilitate its capture. When Ironside argued there were no troops available for such initiatives, Churchill simply suggested diverting parts of the convoy already at sea for Narvik. Ironside protested that this would create endless difficulties, but was overruled.86 Later in the morning the Admiralty asked Admiral Whitworth for an account of the German strength at Narvik, to which he answered at 10:27:


Information from Norwegian sources estimates 1,500 to 2,000 troops in Narvik. German Naval Officer prisoner states that there are many more than this, but I think this statement was made with intent to deceive… . I am convinced that Narvik can be taken by direct assault without fear of meeting serious opposition on landing. I consider that the main landing force need only be small, but it must have the support of Force B or one of similar composition. A special requirement being ships and destroyers with the best available AA armaments.87



Later on the 14th, Churchill advised the War Cabinet that the Naval Staff had agreed that Trondheim should be prioritised as well and, somewhat to the surprise of the War Cabinet, added that a small advance force of marines and seamen would be landed at Namsos that same night to gather information and prepare the ground for diversionary operations near Trondheim proper. It is quite possible that the pragmatic and politically sensitive Churchill realised that he could not avoid Trondheim at this stage. In addition, landing a minor group of Allied troops at Namsos and in Romsdalsfjorden would keep the Norwegians content and, it was hoped, draw German reinforcements towards Trondheim – where they would not influence events in Narvik.

In the evening the MCC endorsed Churchill’s decision to divert the 146th (Territorial) Brigade from Narvik to Namsos, acting as an independent flank operation to Trondheim; the ships at sea were notified accordingly. Shortly after, with French permission, the first demi-brigade of the Chasseurs Alpins was also transferred to ‘Mauriceforce’, as the forces heading for Namsos were to be known. The 148th (Territorial) Brigade, originally intended for Namsos, was still at Rosyth and received new orders, taking them to Åndalsnes, south of Trondheim, only hours before departure. These last-minute changes separated both the Narvik and Trondheim forces from significant parts of their stores and weapons – including heavy guns and vehicles – as the ships were not tactically loaded. This was overlooked or ignored by the MCC, as was the fact that supporting three expeditionary forces simultaneously would strain the men and ships of the Royal Navy to the limit.88

In the evening of the 14th, Erik Colban, the Norwegian minister to Britain, met with Churchill at the Admiralty and learned that:


… the Admiralty was fully aware of the importance of Trondheim. With King Haakon and the Government seated there, protected by a strong British garrison, operations could be conducted towards the intruders and Churchill believed it would be possible to recapture the entire western coast. Oslo would be more difficult, however, and would have to wait – even if Norway was on everybody’s mind, day and night.



Two days later, when Colban met with Chamberlain and Halifax, he underlined strongly the need to recapture the whole of Norway and not only focus on Narvik. Chamberlain answered that everything possible was being done and that the greater plan for the recapture of Norway included several places on the western coast.89 In his statement to the House of Commons on 2 May, Chamberlain summed up the status of his deliberations at this stage:


The very successful naval attack on the 13th April completely destroyed the enemy’s naval forces at that port and made it unnecessary to utilise for the capture of Narvik all the forces originally earmarked for that operation. In deciding upon our further action, the objectives which we had in view were: first, to give all the support and assistance in our power to the Norwegians; second, to resist or delay the German advance from the south; and third, to facilitate the rescue and protection of the Norwegian King and Government. It was obvious that these objectives could be most speedily attained if it were possible to capture Trondheim.90



Admiral Forbes immediately questioned the plan for a naval attack on Trondheim. He held that enemy bombing ‘would start almost immediately’ and that ‘to carry out an opposed landing … under continuous air attack is not feasible.’ Hence, it was the threat of air attack in the confined waters that created the main danger, according to Forbes, as well as the coastal batteries, augmented by U-boats. During the morning of the 11th, the destroyers Ilex and Isis had entered Trondheimsfjorden on reconnaissance. Fire had been opened from Brettingen Fort, which had obviously been taken over by German gunners, though they did not appear to handle their new guns well.91 Admiral Forbes asked for further details on the defences of Trondheim and added:


Shore batteries could no doubt be either destroyed or dominated by battleship in daylight, swept and screened, if she had high explosive bombardment shells for main armament, but none of Home Fleet have. This is only the minor part of task. The main difficulties are (1), surprise having been lost, to protect troopships from a heavy-scale air attack for over 30 miles in narrow waters, and (2) then to carry out an opposed landing, of which ample warning has been given, under continuous air attack. Nothing, to date, has led me to suppose the necessary freedom from air attack could be assured for length of time operation would take. In fact, reverse would be the case, as within three hours of being sighted Ju88 bombers from Germany would be on spot … For foregoing reasons, I do not consider operation feasible, unless you are prepared to face very heavy losses in troops and transports.92



The Admiralty answered him just as he was preparing to take the Home Fleet southward from Lofoten. In their opinion, Operation Hammer ‘should be further studied’ but needed a minimum of seven days of careful preparation. High-explosive shells for 15-inch guns had been ordered to Rosyth, and the danger from the air would be addressed through bombardment of Sola-Stavanger airfield from air and sea, and of Værnes-Trondheim airfield by the FAA. The signal ended with Churchill’s stamp on it: ‘pray, therefore, consider this important project further.’93 Forbes saw no other option than an all-out effort and held that Valiant, Renown and Warspite would have to be deployed, the latter bombarding the forts. Support would have to be at least four antiaircraft cruisers, some twenty destroyers and ‘numerous landing craft’. Lastly he repeated his fear of the Luftwaffe inshore: ‘I do not anticipate any great difficulty from naval side, except that I cannot provide air defence for transports whilst approaching and carrying out an opposed landing – the chief air menace being from Ju88 machines from Germany. And I know, from personal experience, what an opposed landing is like, even without air opposition.’94

A vague reply came in the early hours of the 17th, saying that Vice Admiral Holland would be in Scapa Flow on the 18th when the Home Fleet docked to discuss the operation further.95 Holland, who had been studying the issue in London, came on board Rodney, bringing with him the most up-to-date plan for Operation Hammer. Some of Admiral Forbes’s comments had already been taken into consideration, and the forces of the first assault wave would be carried in warships (cruisers, destroyers and sloops) rather than in transports. The date for Operation Hammer was set for the 22nd, later shifted to the 24th and finally to the 26th. Forbes still protested bitterly at mounting a complex combined operation against a well-established opposition, a prepared and waiting enemy with significant air support, on such short notice and concluded that it was an over-hazardous undertaking.96
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Makeshift defences. The aft torpedo tubes of Jacobi were dismantled and remounted in pairs on two small confiscated boats camouflaged in between other vessels at strategic places in the Trondheimfjord. Likewise, a set of Riedeľs torpedo tubes was removed and mounted on land near Agdenes while she was in the yards. (Tore Eggan collection)



On the morning of the 19th – based partly on impressions of easy landings at Namsos and Åndalsnes creating alternative opportunities, partly on what had happened to Suffolk off Stavanger a few days earlier97 – the CoS unanimously decided to support Forbes and advised not to risk a large number of ships and men at Trondheim, where they were vulnerable to heavy air attacks. The MCC agreed and the War Cabinet reluctantly gave in the next day. A signal to Admiral Forbes at 11:40 on the 20th formally cancelled Operation Hammer. The signal was copied to the naval hierarchy, including Lord Cork in Narvik, but not to relevant army commanders, including General Wiart in Namsos.98

An undoubtedly relieved Admiral Forbes signalled the Admiralty that his intention for the moment was to maintain a close blockade of Narvik and support the forces there as well as at Namsos and Åndalsnes. Offensive operations would be undertaken in the Leads to sever attempted German supply operations, while the Skagerrak, Kattegat and the south-western coast of Norway would be left to submarines and extensive mining, unless favourable conditions (i.e. fog) made surface sweeps possible. He also suggested that the RAF be given the task of ‘continuous harassing of all enemy aerodromes in Norway, except in Narvik area’.99

The question of whether Operation Hammer should have been attempted or not remains controversial to this day. Admiral Forbes later described the undertaking as a ‘gamble that might have succeeded, but probably would not’. In his opinion few outside the Home Fleet could really appreciate the ferocity that the Luftwaffe could muster. The experience of the recent attacks, including those on Suffolk, left no doubt in Forbes’ mind that: ‘45 FAA fighters operating from carriers could not have afforded adequate protection in the circumstances of this assault.’ The SKL (Seekriegsleitung – the German Naval High Command) in Berlin largely shared his view and later commented that ‘a direct assault on Trondheim would only have been possible in the days immediately following the invasion, while coastal batteries were still unprepared and before the Luftwaffe was able to operate effectively against the attacker.’ Conditions were arguably more favourable for Admiral Whitworth at Narvik on 13 April, with no fortifications and no German aircraft, but Whitworth did not know this for sure when he approached Ofotfjorden. Neither did he know whether there would be U-boats waiting for him.100

The Norwegian government and military were not informed that Operation Hammer had been abandoned. Koht complained bitterly in his memoirs that he had ‘not been informed that the Allies had cancelled the plan of sending naval ships to Trondheim. In a roundabout way, he makes it clear that he thinks the decision was made as much from ignorance of the conditions in the fjord and lack of communication with the Norwegians as from proper military analysis, and concludes that much could have been different had the Admiralty acted decisively.101

At the Supreme War Council in Paris on the 22nd, French Admirals Darlan and Auphan did not disguise ‘their profound regret that Hammer had been cancelled’ to Admiral Pound and ‘urged that, although the operation would now be a more difficult one, the question of undertaking it should be re-examined’. They also emphasised that ‘the Norwegian theatre of operations was vital’, and that ‘nothing short of an actual outbreak of war in the Mediterranean should be allowed to deflect forces from the Allied effort there’, offering further naval help if required. At the same time, Ironside was given a free hand by Gamelin to deploy the French forces assigned to Norway as he found best, as long as they stayed under French command in the field.102

Pincer Movement

With Operation Hammer shelved, Admiral Pound suggested that Trondheim could be taken in a pincer movement from Namsos and Åndalsnes by expanding the secondary bridgeheads already established there. Churchill willingly accepted this and quickly had the proposal approved in the War Cabinet, in spite of warnings from General Ironside that the forces at hand were inadequate and neither equipped nor trained to sustain any German advance, and sooner or later would have to be withdrawn as they could not be sustainably supported.

The two bridgeheads were separated by three hundred kilometres of snow-clad mountains, and comprehensive German air superiority resulted in almost continuous daylight air attacks on the disembarkation ports. It would only take a little over a week before both arms of the ‘Trondheim pincer’ had been outfought in the field and thrown into retreat. Already on the 19th it was made clear, in an appreciation of the situation by the War Office, that it would take a long time – up to a month – before the southern arm of the pincer would be strong enough for any offensive actions. The 146th and 148th Brigades, at Namsos and Åndalsnes respectively, were inexperienced Territorials with limited transport and without essential tactical support from artillery, tanks, heavy weapons and above all air cover. Even when supported by Norwegian and French units, the Territorials were not up to the task of holding their own against well-trained German units and almost complete Luftwaffe air superiority, let alone advance on Trondheim.

The forces available to the MCC for the emerging Norwegian theatre were, in the short term, only those which had been standing by for Plan R4 – the 24th (Guards) Brigade and the 146th and 148th Infantry Brigades. Of the 24th, the 1st Scots Guards Battalion was still embarked on the transport ships at Clyde and the two other battalions were still on their way to embarkation. The 146th had the Hallamshires in the Clyde, while its other battalions were in Rosyth, having been hurriedly sent ashore from the 1st Cruiser Squadron, as had the 148th. Most of the equipment belonging to the disembarked battalions had been left onboard the cruisers and would take days to replace – in so far as it could at all. In addition, six Chasseurs Alpins battalions were available, while other forces would have to be diverted or pulled out of France.

It was anticipated that the south side of the pincer would be sufficiently strengthened to press on towards Trondheim and to establish a front across the railway lines and main roads, halting the German advance from Oslo. Général Gamelin and the French administration in particular welcomed the prospect of an extended campaign in the Norwegian mountains, diverting German attention and forces. He was arguing for the southern arm of the pincer to be French dominated and led by a French general. The British view was that the Chasseurs – on paper more accustomed to the wintry conditions – should be used in the north, and ‘Sickleforce, the landings in Romsdalsfjorden, remain entirely British.

Lieutenant General Hugh Massy of 5th Corps was given overall charge of the North-Western Expeditionary Force on 19 April, assuming ‘direct control of the operations’ on the 22nd. He would never go to Norway though, but led the operations in central Norway from London throughout his short assignment. To lead the southern arm of the pincer, Sickleforce landing at Åndalsnes, Major General Bernard Paget was appointed, while Major General Adrian Carton de Wiart remained in command of the northern arm, Mauriceforce at Namsos.103





— 4 —

War Throughout the Land

Utilising Available Forces

LEAVING BERGEN JUST AHEAD of the German arrival in the early morning of 9 April, Kontreadmiral Tank-Nielsen, C-in-C of the 2nd Sea Defence District (SDD2) and Generalmajor Steffens, C-in-C of the 4th Army District, arrived at Voss around 09:00.1 The admiral’s intelligence and communication officer, Lieutenant Marstrander, immediately commenced setting up a communication network to find out what the situation was and to regain control over those ships and naval units not captured by the enemy. During the day, it became clear that the Germans were staying in Bergen for the time being. Several of the Norwegian ships called in from various places along the coast by radio or telephone – the communication centres in Haugesund and Måløy were still under Norwegian control, as were most of the coastguard stations in the west. Admiral Tank-Nielsen and General Steffens sat down with their respective staffs to discuss the situation and ensure co-operation and co-ordination. In spite of repeated German reassurance that they had come as friends, there was no uncertainty for either of the commanders that Norway was at war. The capture of Stavanger, Bergen and Trondheim meant that a reorganisation of the naval units and command structure was needed in order to utilise the forces available most efficiently to give support and protection to the army and to assist Allied forces, which were expected to intervene.

On the 12th, contact was re-established with Naval Command, which by now was at a hotel in Gudbrandsdalen (as far away from the coast as it is possible to get in Norway) and it was agreed to establish three naval sectors reporting to the SDD2: Sognefjord Sector at Balestrand under the command of Kommandørkaptein Evensen, Hardangerfjord Sector at Uskedal under the command of Kaptein Ulstrup and Romsdalsfjord Sector in Molde under the command of Kaptein Ullring. Supplies would be limited until Allied assistance arrived and the sectors would have to operate independently, relying on vessels and aircraft already at hand.

Admiral Tank-Nielsen moved to Balestrand and hoisted his flag on the old four-stacker Garm. On the 16th, however, he was sent ashore by his doctor due to overexertion and given sick leave. He would play no further role in the coming events. Commanding Admiral Diesen decided that he himself should act as commander of SDD2, but realised this would not work properly and gave the staff at Voss carte blanche to do what they considered best if he could not be contacted. On the 18th, Kaptein Hans Henriksen was appointed Chief of Staff for the District at Voss, whereas Løytnant Marstrander continued to be in charge of communication and intelligence.2

In general, Admiral Diesen and the Naval Staff (Sjøforsvarets Overkommando, SOK) were marginalised after 9 April. The fighting ships not sunk or captured operated independently, in small groups or under British command. Staying inland with the commanding general, until arriving in Molde on 21 April, the role of the commanding admiral, for all practical purposes, dwindled to nothing.
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Vizeadmiral Otto von Schrader, the ‘Admiral of the Norwegian West Coast’. (Sperbund collection)



The German situation in and around Bergen was exposed. The city was firmly in German hands, but Vizeadmiral von Schrader, the ‘Admiral of the Norwegian West Coast, had limited intelligence of Norwegian intentions and was not confident that a combined Norwegian-British counter-attack could be repelled. The captured batteries of Kvarven and Hellen Forts were damaged and would not be operational for some time. Some of the Norwegian gunners had removed the firing mechanisms of the guns when surrendering. The missing parts were retrieved (some say with the help of a willing officer), but the guns were unfamiliar to the German gunners and virtually all were in need of repair. The batteries would be declared ‘partly combat ready’ during the 10th.

After the sinking of Königsberg, von Schrader was left with the gunnery training ship Bremse, the S-boat tender Carl Peters, six S-boats, the minesweeper M1, the aircraft tenders Rolshoven and Tschirschky and the auxiliaries Schiff18, Schiff221 and Schiff111, though the latter five had limited combat value.3 In addition the Norwegian torpedo boat Brand was captured and taken into service with a crew mustered from Bremse. She was severely damaged by a bomb from a British Skua aircraft on the 17th off Flatøy and limped back to the dockyard in Bergen. Though lightly armed, the S-boats were theoretically well suited for inshore work in the fjords and leads. In practice, however, they were proven to be vulnerable due to a lack of appropriate maps and inexperience of the crew operating in the closed waters. Groundings were frequent; in particular rudder and propellers were exposed. In addition the frequent need for slow speed meant the centre engine was clocking up far more running time than the other two, complicating service intervals. It is also clear from German sources that daily operations under threat from the Skuas placed a severe strain on the S-boat crews, wearing them down.4

*   *   *

The surviving Norwegian auxiliaries and warships south of Bergen gathered at Uskedal in Hardanger, a well-equipped trading post with quays, warehouses and basic repair facilities. It was too far up the fjord for an effective surveillance of the lead, but well protected and in a good position to control German entry to the Hardangerfjorden and Voss. By the 16th the auxiliaries Smart, Alversund, Haus and Lindaas had arrived as well as the torpedo boats Sæl and Stegg and the minelayer Tyr.5 Of these, only Sæl and Stegg had any capacity for offensive operations.

Naval men from all over the region arrived at Uskedal and numerous volunteers arrived to take part in the establishment and defences of the makeshift naval base. A network of observation posts was set up using machine guns, ammunition and other equipment taken from Lerøy Fort before it was abandoned.6 The guns of the auxiliaries were judged to be more useful in fixed positions on land or mounted on lorries and so were taken ashore, while the vessels themselves were deployed between the islands at the mouth of the fjord, keeping an eye on German movements. When the minelayer Tyr arrived in Uskedal on the 16th, Kaptein Ulstrup took command of Hardangerfjord Sector.

The 5,295-ton German freighter Claire Hugo Stinnes had passed through Bergen on 9 April on her own accord, unrelated to and unaware of Operation Weserübung.7 Acting on reports of an ‘armed German vessel’, the torpedo boat Stegg intercepted her in outer Hardangerfjorden in the afternoon of the 12th. At the time, Claire Hugo Stinnes was flying a Danish flag, but her true identity was quickly established and she was taken to Eidfjorden to serve as an accommodation ship for the naval air group there. On the 17th the 6,500-ton German ore transporter Afrika, camouflaged as a Dutch ship, was also intercepted by Stegg and taken to Uskedal.8 The crews of both the captured ships were interned. There were further reports of German ships in the fjords but Stegg and Sæl could do no more than eighteen knots and, except for Stinnes and Afrika, they did not intercept any other vessels.9
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Torpedo boat Storm. She was built around 1900, displaced 107 tons and could do twenty-one knots when new. In addition to two single torpedo tubes, Storm was armed with two 37-mm guns. Sæl was virtually identical. (Marinemuseet)
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One of the German S-boats operating in the Bergen area, probably S21 or S24. (R Dittmar via E Skjold)



The Norwegian and German naval forces in the Hardangerfjord region at first tended to leave each other alone. Admiral von Schrader in Bergen was preoccupied with establishing a supply route between Bergen and Stavanger and it appears he at first did not even realise that the Norwegians had established a base at Uskedal. Eventually though reports arrived indicating that Norwegian ships were operating virtually at will south of Bergen. On 18 April, he decided it was time to do something about it and, in spite of his weak forces, Kapitänleutnant Birnbacher’s 1st S-boat Flotilla was given orders to make reconnaissance sweeps into Hardangerfjorden to find out what was going on.10

At Uskedal, German ‘destroyers’ were reported heading for Hardangerfjorden. Cautioned by Ulstrup to show discretion if encountering them in an unfavourable situation, Fenrik Gulbrandsen took Sæl out to challenge the trespassers. At 16:00, S25 and S23 were sighted from Sæl coming out of the narrow Lukksund at high speed. Fenrik Gulbrandsen brazenly opened fire. Sæl had two 37-mm guns side-by-side forward and one 7.92-mm Colt machine gun aft, in addition to her two torpedoes. The S-boats had only 20-mm guns but could do close to forty knots, compared to Sæl’s eighteen and had the tactical advantage. The Germans circled the Norwegian at a distance, respectful of her guns and fearing a trap. After some minutes, fire was opened and a number of 20-mm projectiles hit Sæl in her forecastle. She started taking water, sinking by the bow. S25 was also hit by return fire from Sæl and stopped dead in the water. To protect her consort, S23 closed on Sæl, firing with all guns. One of Sæl’s 37-mm guns was hit and put out of action and when, shortly after, the firing mechanism of the other 37-mm broke down, the balance tipped in favour of the Germans. Meanwhile, S25 had managed to restart her engines and both boats fired on Sæl, which now only had the Colt machine gun for defence.

One torpedo was fired from each of S23 and S25. Both passed underneath Sæl, which had a shallow draught. Nevertheless, she was sinking steadily and when the Colt also seized, Fenrik Gulbrandsen ordered ‘full astern’ towards the shore to save the lives of his men. Sæl went aground on a shallow bank some distance from land, with her stern out of the water. A third torpedo exploded against a rock nearby, ripping her bow open with the blast. There was little else to do other than abandon ship and the Norwegian sailors jumped into the water to swim ashore. Seven men were wounded, one seriously. The encounter had lasted some twenty minutes. S19 eventually also arrived on the scene, but too late to make a difference.

The minelayer Tyr had been ordered from Uskedal to assist Sæl, as she had two lorries with a 65-mm and 47-mm gun mounted on their flatbeds.11 They all arrived after the encounter was over and could do little but send a few shells after the S-boats, which were retreating into Bjørnefjorden. The crew of Sæl was taken back to Uskedal, where medical attention was given to those that needed it. Towards the evening, on the rising tide, Sæl slid off the rock and sank in deep water. Her flag was still up when she went under.12

Kaptein Ulstrup took it for granted that the Germans had realised there was something going on in Uskedal and expected a decisive attack within days. He discussed the matter with the two British officers, Captain Villers and Lieutenant Commander Stoddard, who were at Uskedal after escaping from Bergen, where they had been attached to the British Consulate arranging the convoys between Norway and Britain.13 They agreed that now was the time to ask for help, and a signal was sent, requesting British warships to be deployed in Hardangerfjorden. The signal arrived at the Admiralty, but did not cause any change in the Allied dispositions. Kaptein Ulstrup suggested to SDD2 that a submarine and a torpedo boat should be sent south from Sognefjorden, but this was also declined.14

Admiral von Schrader was indeed concerned by the reports from the skirmish at Lukksund, particularly by the presence of mobile land-based guns. The German breakout from the Bergen bridgehead was about to commence. Voss would be attacked on three axes, and the presence of Norwegian forces willing to fight in the south was bad news. According to German plans, III/IR 193 would approach Voss along the railway line while I/IR 193 would be transported across the mountains to Hardangerfjorden and attack from the south. A third force, made up from smaller units from IR 159 and 169th Pioneer Battalion, would be transferred by boat to Granvin at the head of the fjord and move along the railway branch line from there to Voss. This could not happen before the Norwegian forces at Uskedal had been eliminated.15

Hence, the Germans attacked Uskedal on the night of 19/20 April. Schiff18, Schiff221, five S-boats (S19, S22, S23, S24, S25) and Bremse were deployed. A mixed force of Pioneers and Landsers from 1./Pi1 69 and 4./IR 159, reinforced with heavy machine guns, were onboard the ships; their intention was to land one group on each side of the base, capturing it in a pincer movement.16

It was a clear quiet night with good visibility due to a full moon. Stegg had been ordered to sweep into Korsfjorden following up a U-boat report and cast off at 22:00. After about half an hour, surface ships were sighted and Løytnant Hansen turned back towards Uskedal to sound the alarm. Arriving there, he was ordered by Kaptein Ulstrup, already alarmed by reports of other sightings, to continue towards Herøysund, a small harbour a mile south-west of Uskedal. Besides Stegg, the only armed Norwegian vessel in the area was Tyr. In addition, there was one 65-mm and one 47-mm lorry-mounted gun at the base, along with some forty men armed with rifles.

Reports indicated that German soldiers were about to be landed east of the base and twenty-five volunteers were sent into prepared defensive positions, supported by the two mobile guns. The men were in position when Schiff18 and S19 were seen coming slowly up the inlet. When the ships were close enough, both guns opened fire. The 65-mm gun broke down after the first shot, but the 47-mm continued to fire on the German ships while moving ahead of them along the road towards Uskedal. No hits were scored by either side during the duel between the 47-mm and the ships, partly due to smoke laid from S19. Bremse and the other S-boats remained in the fjord.
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The gunnery training ship Bremse. She was armed with four 12.7-cm guns and eight 20-mm machine cannons. (Author’s collection)



When the alarm was sounded, Fenrik Sandnæs of Tyr ordered steam on his ancient minelayer. This took some time though, and while remaining at anchor he manned the guns. He could not see the approaching German vessels properly, due to drifting smoke, but ordered both the 12-cm gun in the bow and the 76-mm aft to open fire into the fog, forcing the intruders to turn away. Schiff18 was hit by shrapnel and ran aground. She was not seriously damaged, but temporarily out of action. The soldiers she carried were sent ashore.

A break occurred in the battle and Tyr slipped her anchor, moving towards the inlet. The lorry with the 47-mm gun followed along the shore in support. In the meantime, however, the remaining Pioneers had been disembarked west of Uskedal from Schiff221 as planned. Advancing on Uskedal they soon met the lorry with the 47-mm gun. There was no infantry available to cover the gun and in a fighting retreat the lorry was eventually immobilised and made inoperable. The remaining Norwegian defenders put up a spirited resistance in spite of being outnumbered and outgunned. Consequently, German casualties were numerous and German progress was slow.

Tyr fired on the advancing Germans from her position in the inlet. One S-boat was damaged and Bremse approached to open fire on the minelayer. Tyr took hits and several men were wounded. Fenrik Sandnæs withdrew towards the quay at Uskedal, which was safe for the moment, to unload the wounded. Having done this, he once again took his ancient boat out to engage the much larger Bremse. There was no hope though, and after several more hits Sandnæs was compelled to withdraw. Kaptein Ulstrup signalled an order for demolition charges to be prepared, but before the charges could be made ready, two S-boats appeared. The brave fenrik and his crew escaped, but their ship was captured.17

After anchoring at Herøysund, Lieutenant Hansen of Stegg seems to have been mired by indecision. During the night several ships were observed in the fjord outside but Hansen stayed where he was, as he received no orders. At dawn Bremse approached, opening fire on Uskedal. The size of Bremse must have intimidated Lieutenant Hansen since he chose not to take her on, in spite of a request from Kaptein Ulstrup. Instead, he turned towards Schiff221, which was sighted further west at dawn, with the one gun that could bear. Fire was returned from Schiff221 and her second round hit the immobile Stegg in the bow, at the waterline, causing a leak and igniting a fire. Another hit caused the fires to spread, blocking access to the magazines. Schiff221 received two hits in return and pulled into shelter. Bremse arrived to assist and, staying out of range of the Norwegian guns, kept firing at Stegg. Running out of ammunition, Lieutenant Hansen decided to abandon ship. Shortly after, the two forward torpedoes exploded. The bow of the torpedo boat was blown clean off and she rolled over, sinking in the shallow water while burning oil spread throughout the embayment. The crew had all managed to get ashore and nobody was hurt.18

With all the Norwegian vessels out of the battle, Bremse and the other ships could use all their firepower in support of the troops on land. Kaptein Ulstrup decided there was no point in incurring unnecessary losses and gave the order to evacuate around 09:00. The Germans did not discover this in time and most of the men escaped, rejoining the Norwegian forces further up the fjord. No Norwegians were killed during the battle for Uskedal, but some thirty were taken prisoner. German losses are uncertain. Apparently nobody was killed, though there were several casualties.

After having taken Uskedal, the German Pioneers destroyed everything remotely of military value, including all radios, the telephone exchange and several depots. All ammunition and weapons that were not considered of value were dumped into the sea. The remaining civilian population were warned that further co-operation with the Norwegian forces would result in total destruction of the community. The S-boat damaged by Tyr was towed to Bergen while Schiff18 and Schiff221 managed to limp back on their own after temporary repairs.

After the battle Bremse headed for Stavanger with three S-boats to pick up more soldiers for Bergen. On her return, she went hard aground in Karmsundet, south of Haugesund, in the evening of 20 April. Having incurred serious damage to her hull, she was towed back to Rosenberg dockyard in Stavanger for repairs after having transferred soldiers and equipment to the S-boats.19

Kaptein Ulstrup was convinced that the Germans would try to penetrate Hardanger-fjorden in order to take Voss from the south. As all he had left were three unarmed auxiliaries (Alversund, Lindaas and the damaged Smart) he once more requested that a torpedo boat and a submarine should be transferred from Sognefjorden. The laconic answer from SDD2 was that the ships in Sognefjorden would have to stay to support the army operations there and that as far as they were concerned Hardangerfjord Sector did not exist any more.20 Undaunted, Kaptein Ulstrup returned to Uskedal, where he set up a new intelligence and communication centre and went about establishing what could be done to try to stop or at least hinder the Germans, who would come sooner or later.

He did not have to wait long. In the afternoon of the 24th, the troops intended to make up the southern pincer against Voss were embarked on Schiff18, M1, five S-boats and Kong Olav, a requisitioned passenger steamer.21 They reached Granvin around 04:00 on the 25th, the small Norwegian reconnaissance unit there pulling back as ordered after a brief exchange of fire with the Germans.22
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Bergen harbour in the afternoon of 24 April. The minesweeper M1 is embarking troops to be deployed in Hardangerfjorden as the southern arm of the pincer against Voss. The tall character on the port bridge wing is Kapitänleutnant Bartels. (E Skjold collection)



While the landed German soldiers started their advance towards Voss, the S-boats made a reconnaissance sweep up the fjord. At Ulvik, they found several merchant ships and called for M1 to help capture them. In Ulvik, however, there was a Norwegian force from I/IR 9, heading for Voss as reinforcements. Being warned of the approaching S-boats, they deployed in concealed positions above the village with several machine guns. Around 07:30, four of the boats slowly came in through the narrow fjord. S21 went alongside the 2,380-ton Norwegian freighter San Miguel; S23 headed for Afrika, the German ore-transport ship captured by Stegg on the 17th. Both ships were sinking, as the seacocks had been opened and explosive charges lit when the Germans were sighted. S19 approached Eidfjord, a small coastal steamer that had been used by the Norwegian forces as a troop transport; the two remaining S-boats covered from the fjord.

Around 08:00 one of the Norwegian gunners could not hold his fire any longer and sprayed the decks of S19 and Eidfjord. The fire was immediately returned and Kaptein Westbøe, in charge of the Norwegian unit, gave the order for all guns to open up. The effect of the many machine guns on the immobile S-boats was considerable. The distance was about two thousand metres and the unprepared German sailors were mowed down. The S-boats cast off and backed out, but many sailors were dead or wounded and several jumped or fell into the sea. A number of those left onboard San Miguel jumped overboard; Kapitänleutnant Birnbacher took S25 in to try to rescue as many as possible and several of his men, as well as some of those in the water, were hit.
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Kapitänleutnant Birnbacher, himself wounded in the left arm, saluting one of the casualties of the 1st S-boat Flotilla from Hardangerfjorden being buried at Solheim Churchyard in Bergen in late April. (R Dittmar via E Skjold)



In the meantime Kapitänleutnant Bartels had arrived with M1. He became outraged when he saw through his binoculars that sailors swimming in the water were being fired on, and ordered the minesweeper into the bay with all guns opening up on the village in revenge. M1 was well armed, with two 10.5-cm guns, two 37-mms and no less than six 20-mms. Some of the S-boats also joined in. Most houses in Ulvik were built of wood and a series of fires erupted, totally destroying the community. Only the church was left standing. Most of the civilian population had already evacuated, but three were killed. At 08:45, when there was nothing left to fire at, Kapitänleutnant Bartels ordered the ships to pull back. Eidfjord was escorted out, while Afrika and San Miguel were left sinking. The Norwegian soldiers pulled back with only minor casualties but later returned to help extinguish the fires, before they left altogether to join the steadily diminishing Norwegian forces in Hardanger.

The freighter Claire Hugo Stinnes had been anchored off Kinsarvik on the southern side of the fjord since her capture. Forty men of the company at Ulvik had been sent to Kinsarvik under Løytnant Svalland in the early hours of the 25th. Hearing gunfire from the direction of Ulvik, Svalland placed his men in the hills above the village, including a 37-mm naval gun mounted on the back of a lorry, which had arrived during the night. Around 07:00 Schiff18 came unhurriedly into the embayment, heading for Claire Hugo Stinnes at anchor near the shore. Løytnant Svalland ordered his men to hold back for the moment. One of his machine guns was ordered to aim for the bridge of the trawler, the second the bow and the third the stern. The fourth machine gun and the riflemen were ordered to fire at will on any target. The instant Schiff18 reached Claire Hugo Stinnes and German sailors started to climb onboard, Svalland gave the order to open fire. The distance was short (approximately a hundred metres) and the effect was devastating. The machine guns cut down the crew and the 37-mm shells started numerous fires aft and on the bridge. Several depth charges exploded and fires spread. The trawler managed to get out of the embayment, but damage was severe – with fires out of control, Schiff 18 had to be beached across the fjord near Utne. Next morning, M1 approached Kinsarvik to see what could be done, but by now Lieutenant Svalland and his men had left. Claire Hugo Stinnes was recaptured without any resistance and taken to Granvin. For good measure, Kinsarvik was shelled for some twenty minutes, destroying several houses.23

The British submarine Trident, under the command of Lieutenant Commander Geoffrey Sladen, left Rosyth on 22 April. After a few days tracking south of Stavanger – including a failed attempt to torpedo the southbound supply ships Palime (2,863 GRT) and Pelican (3,464 GRT) off Lindesnes on the 25th – Sladen set course for Korsfjorden and the entrance to the Bergen Leads.24 After two days’ prowling outside, seeing nothing of interest, he decided to go into Bjørnefjorden, well inside the German controlled area. At 09:30 on 2 May, a large ship, taken to be a German transport, was sighted on a northbound course. The ship was Claire Hugo Stinnes, which had left Granvin under the command of her original crew. Torpedoes were fired, but as the freighter was in ballast and high in the water, they ran under the ship. Sladen took Trident to the surface and ordered the 4-inch gun to be manned. After a ten-mile chase in broad daylight, where some seventy rounds were fired and over a dozen hit, the captain of Stinnes had had enough and put his ship aground on Skorpa, a small island where Bjørnefjorden and Korsfjorden meet. The Germans lowered the boats on the leeward side and rowed away. Sladen realised he had stretched his luck and, after firing a last torpedo, which exploded on the rocks near Stinnes’s forehold, he took Trident hastily away. Off Marsteinen Lighthouse at the mouth of Korsfjorden, he was forced to dive by an approaching aircraft. S-boats sent out from Bergen conducted a long but ineffective search until late in the afternoon. Some depth charges exploded nearby on one occasion, lifting the bow of the submarine and sending excess bilge water aft, which threatened to flood the main motors. Not willing to pump out the water, because it contained oil that would be seen on the surface, Sladen had his crew man-handle buckets of water forward to regain trim. Trident arrived safely at Rosyth on 4 May.25
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Claire Hugo Stinnes aground on Skorpa Island after being chased by Trident. (E Skjold collection)



A number of Norwegian naval aircraft from Bergen and Stavanger gathered in Hardanger-fjorden in the days after 9 April. A naval airbase was established at Eidfjord, at the bottom of the fjord, where Løytnant Håkon Offerdal was ordered to take command. Some aircraft were ordered to continue northwards and Hardangerfjord Air Group eventually consisted of just one He115 and three MF11s. Numerous reconnaissance missions were flown and on a few occasions bombs were dropped on German ships with no documented results. Two British pilots, Flight Lieutenants Peter Farragut and Giles Owbridge, served for a while in the Hardangerfjord Air Group. They were both on their way home from voluntary service in Finland when the Germans invaded and, after reporting at Voss, were sent on the 13th to Eidfjord, from where they flew several missions.26

By 23 April, it was decided to gather all aircraft in Sognefjorden. The He115 and two MF11s were transferred that same day, while Fenrik Abildsø was left behind with the third MF11, with orders to try to stay in contact and see what he could do with the aircraft. He soon found out that contact could not be maintained and, as the mechanics had taken all the spares when they left, keeping his aircraft flying became a major challenge. Hence, at 02:05 on 25 April, Fenrik Abildsø took off from Eidfjord for the last time – with Kvartermester Johansen and mechanic Storlid in the backseats. They landed safely at Peterhead in Scotland at 06:00 that morning. Based on Abildsø’s reports of German ships operating in Hardangerfjorden, six Blenheims of 110 Squadron, led by Flying Officer Wright, were sent later in the day towards Granvin. Few ships were encountered, but one Blenheim was shot down. Pilot Officer Hill claimed two ‘Messerschmitts’ shot down off the coast during the withdrawal, but German records list only one Ju88 emergency landing.27

In spite of their numbers being heavily reduced by the 4th Brigade being ordered east, the remaining Norwegian forces defending Voss put up a spirited resistance and the German advance along the railway line was slow. From 23 to 25 April, Voss was heavily bombed, destroying a large part of the village and on the 26th the German forces captured Voss and Bømoen. Most of the Norwegian soldiers had pulled out the day before, including General Steffens and the officers and men of SDD2 Førde on 26 April.28

Sognefjorden

During 9 April, the ships of SDD2 that were deployed north of Bergen received orders to gather at Balestrand in Sognefjorden. By the evening of the 10th, the destroyers Troll and Garm had arrived together with the torpedo boat Snøgg. Later, the submarine B6, the minelayers Gor and Vale and the minesweeper Djerv also arrived, as did the auxiliaries Veslefrikk and Bjerk.29
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The Norwegian torpedo boat Snøgg. (E Skjold collection)



On the morning of the 13th, Kommandørkaptein Ivar Evensen arrived at Balestrand and established the headquarters of Sognefjord Sector at Kvikne Hotel. His main task would be to prevent German forces penetrating Sognefjorden and creating bridgeheads from where they could threaten Voss. Two patrol lines were established in the fjord. The destroyers Garm and Troll were placed in an outer line near Vadheim along with the torpedo boat Snøgg and four auxiliaries. Further in, another position was established by the two minelayers Gor and Vale, which were anchored in a position where their 12-cm guns could be used in an optimal manner. Their mines were transferred to a requisitioned ferry, but the water depths of Sognefjorden limited the number of places where they could be laid. The submarine B6 was stationed across the fjord from Balestrand, as a last defence should the Germans manage to penetrate the two outer lines.

German aircraft were continually overhead, but the naval ships were camouflaged during daytime and the aircraft were generally too high up to observe properly, due to the surrounding mountains. It appears the Germans never realised the significance of Balestrand as a naval headquarters.30

Sognefjord Air Group was also established at Balestrand with Lieutenant Hans Bugge operating three MF11s and one He115, and Kaptein Manshaus in overall command. Bombs, fuel, spares and tools had been evacuated from Flatøy naval airbase north of Bergen as well as most of the mechanics and administrative personnel. The base was operational from day one. After a German air attack on the 18th, the group moved to Vetlefjord, a bit further north, where they stayed for the rest of the campaign. On 12 April, Løytnant Nielsen and Kvartermester Thorendahl flew one MF11 to Shetland, following an order from Admiral Tank-Nielsen. They were to report to British naval authorities, inform them of the situation and the Norwegian dispositions, and request Allied reinforcements. During 23 April, most of the aircraft from Hardangerfjorden also gathered in Sognefjorden.31

In general, the situation was quiet in Sognefjorden for the first two weeks after the invasion. Offensive operations were considered, but curbed by SDD2. A raid by B6 towards Bergen was halted at the last minute when the Admiralty would not lift their orders to attack all submarines in western Norway indiscriminately.32

Only after 20 April did the Germans commence operations in Sognefjorden, and then almost exclusively with aircraft. This, of course, was the result of Admiral von Schrader’s lack of suitable warships, forcing him to prioritise Hardangerfjorden for the operations against Voss as well as securing a supply route between Bergen and Stavanger.

On the 26th, luck ran out for the destroyer Garm. She was taking on fresh water from a depot at Bjordal when five German bombers found her. Kaptein Skjolden ordered the crew ashore and left his ship to the Heinkels. Some thirty bombs were dropped and eventually one hit amidships between the funnels. The explosion ignited the torpedoes and Garm broke in two halves, both parts sinking.33

Troll was positioned on the other side of the fjord and, after hitting Garm, the Heinkels came across to take her on. Kaptein Dahl and most of his crew had moved onshore but the first officer, Løytnant Øi, remained with a few volunteers, manning the Colt machine gun. The fire kept the German aircraft at a respectful distance and no bombs hit. Neither were any of the men onboard Troll hurt.34

Fearing Allied reinforcements to Voss via Sognefjorden, Admiral von Schrader decided to lay a barrage of mines across the mouth of the fjord. A large supply of mines had been captured in Bergen, and it was decided to use the ex-Norwegian minelayers Tyr and Uller escorted by the torpedo boat Brand, which by now had been repaired from her damage at Flatøy. Brand was sent off to reconnoitre, and the two minelayers left Bergen at midday on the 30th. Kapitänleutnant Borchardt onboard Tyr was in overall charge of the operation. The mines were camouflaged underneath tarpaulin, which was covered by trees and branches – the two ancient ships looked very strange.
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The Norwegian destroyer Garm. (E Skjold collection)



At Balestrand, Kommandørkaptein Evensen was informed of the expedition, and Kaptein Manshaus was ordered to send aircraft to intercept. Two MF11s took off with four 50-kg bombs each under the wings and several 10-kg bombs in the aft cockpit.35 The minelayers were easily found but the cumbersome MF11s did not manage any hits, although shrapnel from near misses caused some casualties, among them Leutnant Simon, Uller’s new captain. The two MF11s landed back at Balestrand at 22:30. Evensen decided to send Troll and Snøgg to intercept the minelayers. They would not be able to attack before daylight, though, and Manshaus decided to send one more He115 in the meantime. Lieutenants Stansberg and Bugge took off at 02:30 and found the vessels as predicted: south of Losneøy, where they appeared to be laying mines. Without hesitation, Stansberg dived on the ships and Bugge at the bombsight dropped one 250-kg and four 50-kg bombs in two attacks. Again, there were no direct hits but Uller had to be beached as a total loss due to damage caused by near misses. After taking her crew onboard Tyr, Kapitänleutnant Borchardt fired a few shells into the wreck and, breaking off the mission, headed back towards Bergen. Passing through the narrows near Eivindvik, they were fired at with devastating effect from a machine-gun post, with several of the unsuspecting crew being killed. Troll and Snøgg arrived too late and could only make sure Uller was a total wreck before continuing north into Åfjorden, where they took shelter, waiting for new orders.

German troops occupied Balestrand on 8 May. By then all ships and equipment had been evacuated and the personnel dismissed. Kommandørkaptein Evensen was the last man to leave, just a few hours ahead of the German arrival.36

Kaptein Manshaus received his orders in the evening of 1 May. One He115 and two MF11s took off for Tromsø. Onboard were, among others, General Steffens and his Chief of Staff Major Pran, as well as Kaptein Henriksen and Løytnant Marstrander of SDD2. All eventually arrived safely in Tromsø. The second He115 and one MF11 were in need of service and, rather than send them north, Kaptein Manshaus decided they should go to Britain. The MF11 took off in the evening of 1 May, heading for Peterhead in Scotland. It never arrived and was possibly shot down by British A/A batteries that did not recognise the aircraft type.37 The He115 took off in the early hours of 2 May and landed with only one engine running a few hours later at Dornoch in Scotland. Onboard were Lieutenant Offerdal, Fenrik Hektoen, Mechanic Haugen and the two British pilots Flight Lieutenants Farragut and Owbridge.38

Shall be Sunk

On 30 April, the commanding general issued a communication: ‘Allied forces are withdrawing from Romsdal and presumably Namsos. The situation has thus been changed. A military collapse is to be expected in Gudbrandsdalen, Romsdal, and Trøndelag. The Government and Army High Command are transferring to Northern Norway.’39 The communication continued that if capitulation was deemed necessary, those that wished to try to proceed to other Norwegian forces, continuing the resistance, should be allowed to leave, as well as those that had a fair chance of reaching their homes. Only those that had no chance or wish to get away should surrender. A large number of the officers and NCOs welcomed the prospect of going to Britain, where they expected to be given modern equipment and an opportunity to fight on equal terms. Many of the men, however, had more mixed feelings. It was not because they did not want to fight; events since the invasion had clearly shown them which side of the line they needed to be on for the future, but many of them came from small farms or fishing communities along the coast and were not enthusiastic about leaving their families behind in an occupied country to fend for themselves.

Based on the communication, SDD2 issued the following signal to Sognefjord Sector:


As 4th Division has decided to capitulate, the Navy’s assignment in the defence of Sognefjord ceases. Following the orders from Commanding Admiral, the remaining vessels shall therefore proceed to Britain while the aircraft are sent to Northern Norway. Land-based personnel may be dismissed, but are free to seek to proceed to other parts of the country or to Great Britain to continue the war. The Sector should assist in this. Troll, Snøgg and B6 proceed to Britain tonight. Other vessels should seek to transfer to Northern Norway during night-time. If vessels must be abandoned, they shall be sunk …40



Kommandørkaptein Evensen forwarded the essence of this order to all his units and ships and added that younger officers should be given the opportunity to follow Troll or Snøgg to Britain, whereas those who preferred could join the minesweepers and auxiliaries to Tromsø.

Troll, Snøgg and B6 received the orders to proceed to Britain during 1 May. Kaptein Hans Eriksen of B6, the senior officer, was given command of the flotilla. It would be necessary to refuel before departure, and Kaptein Eriksen agreed with the captains of Troll and Snøgg that they should meet up and do so in Florø. The three ships assembled in Florø harbour in the early morning of 2 May – to a less than friendly welcome. Troll arrived last and as soon as she had tied up, the local chief of police came onboard, telling Kaptein Dahl to leave immediately as southern Norway had officially capitulated and Norwegian warships had no right to be in his town. The three captains discussed the situation among themselves while their ships were refuelled during the day.

Meanwhile, Kaptein Dahl sent his crew ashore to rest. Only the first officer, Løytnant Øi, and a handful of men remained onboard to take on coal and provisions. All ships were ready to leave on the morning of the 3rd, but as Troll still only had a skeleton crew onboard, the three captains decided jointly that they should wait and only depart after dark.

During the day, Kaptein Eriksen was informed by Kaptein Simensen of Snøgg that he only had ten men of his thirty-one-man crew left onboard. The others had left after talking to the crew of Troll, leaving a letter saying that they found continued resistance futile. When Kaptein Eriksen checked his own crew onboard B6, he found eight men missing and the remaining fifteen stating they would all leave if the submarine tried to depart for Britain.

It was later revealed that Kaptein Dahl had informed his men that they had received orders to leave for Britain, adding that he considered the venture very risky and that they had only a small chance of arriving safely. Ashore, some of the men approached the chief of police, asking if it would be considered desertion if they left the ship and went home. The chief of police said it would not and strongly recommended to them that they do so in the current situation. When Kaptein Dahl tried to rally his men on the morning of the 3rd, he could only find some twenty of Troll’s seventy-five-man crew. The rest had already left Florø or were in hiding. Some of the officers and NCOs also vanished.

These men had all served bravely and faithfully during the campaign in Norway but now they had lost their moral purpose and willingness to fight the invaders. The news of an Allied withdrawal from Åndalsnes and Namsos with a subsequent imminent Norwegian capitulation hit hard. This was before the German attack on France and the Low Countries and many of the Norwegians felt betrayed and did not understand why the British needed to pull out. The men of the Sognefjord Sector had also seen examples of what they considered an unnecessary lack of co-operation from the British Navy, creating a strong bitterness, even among many of the officers. When in addition the captain of Troll described the crossing of the North Sea as very risky, showing no enthusiasm himself for the journey, the road to insubordination was short, and it spread quickly to the other ships. Florø was rife with rumours of German submarines and surface vessels lurking off the coast, as well as Norwegian ships that tried to go to Shetland being sunk by the Royal Navy if they made it across.

The three captains met at noon on the 3rd to discuss the situation. In this meeting Kaptein Dahl said that the civil authorities in Florø had informed the Germans that there were Norwegian naval vessels in the town and received orders back that the ships should remain where they were and be handed over intact when the Germans arrived – otherwise, Florø would be bombed indiscriminately. Faced with this threat, the captains gave in and decided it would not be possible to take any of the ships to Britain. The remaining men were dismissed and only the three captains stayed onboard their ships with a few men each to assist. With the exception of the 76-mm gun on the deck of B6, which was made inoperable, the ships remained intact and fully loaded until two armed trawlers finally arrived on 18 May. After a brief interrogation in Bergen, Kapteins Eriksen, Dahl and Simensen were issued with German passports and dismissed two days later.41

The minelayers Gor and Vale were heading for northern Norway according to orders when, on the morning of the 4th, Kaptein Lea contacted Kaptein Dahl in Florø. Dahl informed him what had happened there and that Troll, Snøgg and B6 would be handed over to the Germans intact. Following this, the captains of the minelayers decided to follow suit and the ships were left at anchor while the crews were dismissed. In this case, however, most of the guns and ammunition were brought onshore and hidden. Kapitänleutnant Bartels and the ubiquitous M1 captured Gor and Vale as well as the merchant ship Bera on the 13th.42
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B6, Snøgg and Troll abandoned and huddled together at Florø in early May 1940. Schffĩ8 is approaching to put prize crews onboard. (Hans-Jürgen Heise via E Skjold)



Some of the younger officers really wanted to go to Britain and continue the war from there. Fenrik Andresen from Gor and Fenrik Berntsen from Troll eventually managed to persuade the crew of the freighter Akabahra to head for Britain, which they did during the evening of 5 May. When they arrived safely at Kirkwall in the Orkneys on the morning of the 8th, they also had nine happy British soldiers onboard – they had come over the mountain from Åndalsnes to Florø, after having been left behind by the retreating expeditionary corps, just in time to hitch a ride home.43

Of the other ships ordered to proceed from Sognefjorden to Britain, only the auxiliary Bjerk eventually complied. It is noteworthy, however, that when it became clear that Løytnant Gloppholm had no intention of sailing his ship either to northern Norway or Britain, the crew armed themselves, took control of the ship and, gathering other volunteers from vessels nearby, sailed to Lerwick. The shaken lieutenant was locked up in his cabin. Of the ships ordered to northern Norway, only the auxiliary Steinar arrived.44

Many other officers and men eventually managed to get across to Britain during the summer and joined the New Norwegian Navy, which was officially established in London on 20 June; among them was Kaptein Ulstrup.

The S-boats were withdrawn from Bergen, heading back towards Germany on 14 May.





— 5 —

Romsdalsfjorden – Sickleforce

Welcomed as Friends

IN 1940, ÅNDALSNES – at the head of Romsdalsfjorden, 175 kilometres south of Trondheim – was little more than a village in a cul-de-sac, about sixty-five kilometres from the open sea. The main centres of population, and thus communication and trade, in this part of Norway are Kristiansund, Molde and Ålesund – all with sheltered harbours and good port facilities. The completion in 1924 of Raumabanen, the spectacular mountain railway connecting Åndalsnes with the main Oslo-Trondheim line at Dombås, had opened the region to central and eastern Norway, while connections north and south were still mainly by sea. Molde is some thirty-five kilometres further down the Romsdalsfjorden from Åndalsnes, and in 1940 there was only one road connection, including a ferry crossing, between the two towns. With the thawing snow, the road was, for all practical purposes, unusable for heavy transport.

Facilities in the port of Åndalsnes were limited. A twenty-metre-long wooden pier with a single five-ton electric crane, and a fifty-metre-long concrete jetty, of which only one side could be used for larger ships, was all there was. Still, as it turned out, this was to be used for the landing of a small force, arriving in batches, with an advance party in charge of the harbour.

Initial German plans for Weserübung included the landing of five hundred men at Åndasnes from two destroyers of the Trondheim group, securing the port as well as the strategically vital railway junction at Dombås. The transfer of Lützow to the Oslo group (due to her engine troubles), however, meant that the number of troops for Trondheim proper was too low for comfort and it was decided to let all four destroyers follow the cruiser Admiral Hipper to Trondheim: a small change that would have far-reaching con-sequences.1

For the Allied planners designing a diversion for Operation Hammer, Åndalsnes appeared to be a ‘good diversion from the main attack, whether this was via Namsos or direct to Trondheim itself … in order to occupy the railway junction at Dombås and cause a threat to the German forces in Trondheim’.2

The Norwegian Army forces in the area, Infantry Regiment IR 11, had been mobilised at Setnesmoen outside Åndalsnes under Oberst David Thue, one of the most experienced and loyal commanders of the Norwegian Army. By 13 April, the first units of the regiment were equipped and ready. These men had just been released from service in the Neutrality Watch and were well trained in the use of, among other things, heavy Colt machine guns using tracer ammunition. Still, there was a general shortage of equipment and Oberst Thue, who was well known and respected in the local community, organised collections among the civilians of skis, sunglasses, rations and, above all, white clothes for camouflage. The regiment’s 2nd Battalion was stationed at Dombås, 1st Battalion at Lesja, while the reserve battalion remained at or near Åndalsnes for the time being.3


[image: ]



The torpedo boat Trygg had looked after Norwegian neutrality at Hustadvika off Kristiansund during the winter. Conditions had been rough and on 8 April, the boat was at the Ålesund dockyard for repairs. Her captain, Løytnant Münster, was on leave in Oslo when he received a call from his first officer that all leave had been cancelled and he hurried back. Trygg was made ready by the dockyard and torpedoes, ammunition and fuel were taken onboard. Nothing happened during the 9th and it was only on the 10th that Løytnant Münster was able to get in touch with Admiral Tank-Nielsen at Voss and learned that Norway was at war with Germany. He was instructed to establish a patrol at the mouth of Romsdalsfjorden as best he could and otherwise act on his own initiative until further ships arrived.4

Off Hustadvika, Kaptein Ernst Ullring patrolled the alleged British minefield with the destroyer Sleipner throughout 8 April and the ensuing night. He received no reports or instructions whatsoever during the night from Naval Command and learned of the German attack on Norway only through the news on the civil radio at 08:00 on the morning of the 9th. Attempts to contact higher authorities in Bergen or Trondheim were unsuccessful and he decided to go to Kristiansund to refuel and find out what was going on. By the time he had found a telephone there at 10:15, Bergen and Trondheim were in German hands and nobody could tell him where the commanding admiral or the Admiral Staff were. Frustrated at being completely isolated, Ullring decided that the best he could do for the moment was to stay in Kristiansund and try to defend the town should the Germans arrive.5 Ullring must have felt the pressure of command during this day, with no superiors to direct him. In the evening, he gathered his crew on the afterdeck of Sleipner, explaining that there was no doubt that a German invasion was unfolding and that it was their duty to resist. Still, he gave those that wanted to, the option to leave the ship and go ashore; two men did. Sleipner’s first officer, Løytnant Dagfinn Kjeholt, wrote in his diary: ‘Norway, and therefore Sleipner, is at war with Germany.’6
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The Norwegian destroyer Sleipner. (Marinemuseet)



In the afternoon of the 10th, Kaptein Ullring finally managed to contact Admiral Tank-Nielsen at Voss. It was confirmed that Norway was at war and that ‘an alliance with the Allies had been entered into.’ Three days later, on the 13th, Romsdalsfjord Naval Sector was established under the command of Kommandør Birger Gottwaldt with headquarters in Molde. Beside Sleipner and Trygg, the ancient torpedo boats Sild and Skrei were in the area, as well as the auxiliary Commonwealth. Sleipner remained at Molde covering the inner area of Romsdalsfjorden, while Trygg was deployed in the southern and Sild in the northern approaches to the fjord, assisted by some requisitioned auxiliaries. Skrei was at Hitra, north of Kristiansund, and instructed to remain there for the time being. Later, Kaptein Denny asked Kommandør Gottwaldt to restrict the use of Sild and Skrei to the north of Romsdalsfjorden as the Germans had captured their sister ship Laks in Trondheim and a risk of misidentification existed. Due to this and their limited anti-aircraft capacity, Sild and Skrei were largely kept inactive, creating frustration and annoyance among their crews. Some of them took off to escape altogether or to join the Norwegian forces in the north. No German vessels had been observed in Romsdalsfjorden since the invasion and it was decided to leave the lighthouses and navigational lights in the leads burning to facilitate movement of the Norwegian ships and the Allied forces that were expected soon.7

German aircraft were constantly overhead, and the Norwegian ships opened fire when the occasion seemed advantageous. The Heinkels stayed at a respectful distance, though, and the fire was not returned at first, even if some of the aircraft appeared to take damage when they ventured too close. On the 12th, Sleipner, Trygg and Commonwealth captured the German 1,000-ton freighter Ruhrort and the 500-ton trawler Thüringen at Slettevik. Thüringen was a large modern trawler and, manned by a Norwegian naval crew, taken into service as an auxiliary. Ruhrort, the engine of which had been immobilised, was left at Slettevik and later sunk by German aircraft.8 On the 13th, the Finnish freighter Veli Ragnar was taken to Åndalsnes by Commonwealth. She was loaded with French radios, medical equipment, skis, hand grenades and ammunition for the Finnish Army at Petsamo, but her master agreed to surrender his load to the Norwegian forces, which was greatly appreciated.9

There was also a small naval air unit under Løytnant Kåre Kjos in the area and the ‘Romsdalsfjord Air Group’ must certainly have been one of the more curious squadrons ever flying. By the evening of 12 April, it consisted of one Norwegian MF11, a captured German Arado 196 and two British Walrus. The Arado was the cruiser Hippers reconnaissance aircraft that had been launched on 8 April to search the approaches to Trondheim. Oberleutnant Werner Techam and Leutnant Hans Polzin did not have sufficient fuel to return to Hipper and, after having reported the route to Trondheim clear, they landed at Lyngstad near Kristiansund to wait for Group II to arrive. The landing was observed, however, and during the next day the pilots were arrested and the Arado towed to Kristiansund where it was taken into Norwegian service.10 One Walrus came from Rodney and had been flown off in the afternoon of the 8th, looking for the German invasion fleet. Due to the extreme weather, the two pilots, Lieutenants Bateman and Bush, were instructed to fly towards Norway, also landing near Kristiansund. Rather than being interned, the pilots happily accepted flying under Norwegian command when the German attack became apparent the next day.11 The second Walrus, flown off from Glasgow, arrived on the 12th and was enrolled in a similar manner.

This motley group operated from a makeshift base at Eidsøra near Molde, searching the coast for German submarines and surface vessels. The radios in the Walrus turned out to be invaluable as the reconnaissance reports could be forwarded immediately to both Allied and Norwegian ships. There were no bombs available and limited ammunition, so the aircraft could not be used offensively, in spite of experiments with dynamite bombs by some of the pilots.12 Eventually, the stores of fuel started running low and it was decided to fly to Britain to see if better, more offensive aircraft could be obtained. All four machines made it across the North Sea during the 18th, but on arrival at the Orkneys, the MF11 was attacked by British Gladiator fighters and Løytnant Diesen (the son of the commanding admiral) had to land on the sea to avoid being shot down.13

During the evening of 11 April, the British cruisers Glasgow and Sheffield sailed from Scapa Flow with the destroyers Somali, Mashona, Afridi, Sikh, Matabele and Mohawk in company. Arriving north of Stadtlandet the next morning, Somali, Mashona and Matabele were detached on a northward sweep in the direction of Kristiansund, while Afridi, Sikh and Mohawk were sent towards Ålesund to cover the southern part of the leads. Both destroyer groups had orders to rejoin the cruisers at dusk. In the afternoon, however, an aircraft reported having sighted a German battlecruiser accompanied by a cruiser and many merchant ships and the Tribals were recalled. Captain Pegram of Glasgow wished to attack the German ships, but was advised by both Captain (D)s, Vian and Nicholson, that difficulties of navigation and use of torpedoes inshore during the night would make such a task impossible. He accepted this and informed the C-in-C accordingly. A Walrus aircraft was sent to scout the fjord where the German ships had been reported, but found nothing and the British ships remained offshore for the night.14 Next morning, 13 April, the destroyers were sent into Romsdalsfjorden to find out if the Germans had landed at Ålesund and to try to contact the Norwegian ships known to be in the area; the cruisers remained offshore.

No Germans were found and it became clear that the sighting report must have been mistaken. Three Norwegian civilian ships, Athene, Beaufort and Porsanger, as well as the Danish Nordlys were directed to proceed to Kirkwall, to be out of harm’s way.15 Leaving Ålesund, the destroyers were attacked by twelve Ju88s of III/LG 1. The aircraft, newly arrived at Sola-Stavanger, were originally in the area to bomb the radio station at Vigra, but opportunistically went for the warships when encountering them in the fjord. It developed into a lengthy battle, which Captain Nicholson eventually tired of, pulling his ships northwards and out to sea. None of the Tribals were hit, but the ferocity of the air attack bore warnings of perils to come. Captain Vian of Afridi wrote:


It became clear at once that in an attack from the air in narrow waters flanked by mountains, the cards were held by the aircraft. There was too little sea-room for full freedom of manoeuvre, and the aircraft’s approach was screened by the rock walls. As often as not, when they did come into view it was at such an angle that our 4.7-inch guns, whose maximum elevation was only forty degrees, could not reach them. I felt very sorry for the Norwegians whom we interviewed. They welcomed us as friends and as possible protectors against German occupation, but they realized fully, and said so, that the entry of allied troops into their towns must involve attack from the air, from which we should be unable to protect them; moreover, all their houses and buildings were made of wood.16
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The British destroyer Somali. (Author’s collection)



In the afternoon of the 13th, Captain D(6) Nicholson anchored Somali in the fjord outside Molde and Kaptein Ullring came onboard for a conference. The other destroyers, Mashona, Matabele, Afridi, Sikh and Mohawk, remained underway in the fjord. To his surprise and pleasure, Ullring was greeted by his colleague Kaptein Horve on the bridge of the British destroyer. Horve and some fifteen other Norwegian officers and NCOs had been attached to the 6th Flotilla as pilots and liaison officers after taking Draug to Scapa Flow some days before.17 Captain Nicholson confirmed to Ullring that the Allied War Council had decided to come to Norway’s assistance and that troops would be landed in Romsdalsfjorden and advance on Trondheim. They discussed the best landing places for such an operation and the two Norwegian captains recommended Åndalsnes and Molde, the former due to its road and railway connections into the mountains, the latter due to its harbour. During the conference, Nicholson became convinced of the strategic importance of the Romsdalsfjord area for an Allied intervention to control central Norway, and submitted a communication to the Admiralty in the evening, recommending the two towns and adding: ‘Admiral Tank-Nielson informed Captain of Sleipner that he considers Romsdals Fjord the most strategic point on the west coast. Main importance lies in position of railway and roads and existence of ammunition stocks at Molde.’ Having completed their mission, the Tribals were ordered to rendezvous with Glasgow and Sheffield offshore for Operation Henry at Namsos, which they did next morning.18

The German bombers returned on the 14th but, as the British ships had left, there was nothing to be found. On the 15th, they finally destroyed the radio station at Vigra before splitting up, searching the towns and harbours. Sleipner and Trygg, which had gone to Ålesund and Molde respectively to refuel, were attacked, but none of the ships was hit. One aircraft from III/LG 1, dropping bombs on Trygg at Molde, ventured too close and received the full attention of her 20-mm machine cannon. The Heinkel was damaged and left trailing smoke after dropping her remaining bombs into the sea, but it appears to have made it back to base. Løytnant Münster wrote:


I had no experience whatsoever in being attacked by aircraft or how to counter such attacks. Little by little, however, protected by gentle fortune, we learned the trade. The aircraft usually attacked from aft dropping the bombs from c.1,000 metres. Hence, there were a few seconds to observe the direction of the bomb; whereafter hard opposite rudder would take the ship away from its path. Taking 12–14 seconds to fall from 1,000 metres, one had a couple of seconds to observe and 10 seconds to manoeuvre. Making 20 knots that usually took us 50 to 100 metres away from the impact…. The crew behaved excellently, but the constant action stations and lack of rest slowly took its toll. A couple of hours’ sleep every night had been the norm and lately we had almost none at all. The men became sleepwalkers and their ability to observe and react deteriorated. At the same time, they believed they saw and heard aircraft all the time and gave a start at the slightest sound.19
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The gun crew of Trygg’s machine canon watching out for German aircraft. Løytnant Franz Wilhelm Münster on the right. (Scanpix)



With Ullring’s permission, Münster took his boat into a narrow embayment on the 16th, camouflaging her with branches and shrubs. This worked well; unseen by the German aircraft, the crew of the torpedo boat could rest and sleep during the day and operate during evenings and nights. On one occasion, when Trygg was alongside refuelling in Molde, a stick of bombs sank a local steamer and destroyed parts of the pier and several houses on land. The torpedo boat escaped with nothing more than a dent in the bow.
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Sleipner camouflaged in Romsdalsfjorden. (Scanpix)



Kaptein Ullring saw the advantage of hiding from the bombers – in addition to taking Sleipner also under camouflage, he ordered both ships to be painted dull grey and brown: a very efficient measure as things turned out. Ullring does not hide in his report that his hot-headed first officer, Løytnant Kjeholt, supported by Fenrik Firing, the gunnery officer, was very much against taking shelter. When, in addition, Ullring put forward ideas of ‘going to England to seek help’ they downright accused him of being timid, which he, according to his report, took ‘with some ease’.20 The German aircraft realised the ships were hiding and, searching thoroughly, eventually found them in spite of the camouflage. One bomb exploded on land near Sleipner, throwing rocks and splinters onto her deck. From then on, Ullring, to Kjeholt’s intense satisfaction, remained in the fjord manoeuvring to get away from the attacks. Kjeholt later recounted:


I was on the port bridge wing, Fenrik Firing on the starboard. When the bombs were dropped, we shouted to Ullring, who was inside the wheelhouse, turning in the direction we advised. The German aircraft remained high due to our guns and were overall not very efficient. We were tense but never had time to become really frightened. The war became everyday life. The ratings were mostly first-rate. A few did not stand up to it though and had to be watched.21
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The Norwegian torpedo boat Trygg. (A Wilmar collection)



The exploits of the RNN ships in Romsdalsfjorden soon became known throughout the country– in particular, Sleipner became a symbol of the early Norwegian resistance. For the Germans, it became a matter of prestige to sink her, and Sleipner received more than her fair share of the attention. Through competent manoeuvring and good luck, she was never hit by anything but the odd machine-gun bullet though, and none of her crew was physically hurt. The 60-year-old Chief Engineer Ludvig Wathne and his engine crew did a sterling job, keeping the destroyer’s three turbines operating under challenging conditions. Working below decks without knowing what was happening, always waiting for that fatal bomb they would not see until it exploded, must have taken a severe toll. Still, Captain Ullring could always rely on thirty knots when he needed it.

Sleipner was fairly well equipped with A/A guns: one 40-mm Bofors and two 12.7-mm Colt machine guns. These in general held the German aircraft at a respectful distance, providing time to manoeuvre the nimble ship away from the falling bombs. Rumour had it that upwards of twenty aircraft were shot down by Sleipners persistent gunners, but this is not the case. Several were damaged, but only two can be confirmed as shot down from German sources. Likewise, during her service in Romsdalsfjorden, Sleipner was claimed by the Germans to have been sunk twice. The stock of ammunition onboard Sleipner was reasonable (some 1,000 rounds of 40-mm and 8,000 of 12.7-mm) but it dwindled fast with the frequent air attacks, in spite of being used ‘carefully’ by Ullring and his gunners. No replenishment was available from Norwegian depots and repeated requests to be supplied from Britain came to naught.22

Meanwhile, a landing party of some thirty-three officers and 670 Royal Marines and seamen from Hood, Nelson and Barham, currently in the dockyards, had been gathered in Rosyth to constitute the vanguard of Sickleforce. Joining them were the 21st RM Light A/A Battery with eight naval 2-pounder Vickers pom-poms on improvised mountings and three 3.7-inch howitzers manned by sailors. Lieutenant Colonel Simpson was in overall charge while Major Beasley, RM, commanded the guns. On 14 April, they were given the name ‘Primrose’ and hastily embarked onto the sloops Black Swan, Bittern, Flamingo and Auckland with instructions to leave for central Norway during the following night. Orders would follow.

Due to the large number of men and stores, the sloops drew a foot more than their normal draught, with a huge amount of heavy equipment on deck. Meeting gale-force winds off Scotland, they could not maintain the speed necessary to arrive in Norway by dawn without risking damage or loss of critical equipment, and Captain Poland of Black Swan and senior commander of the transport decided to put into Invergordon for the night.23 While there, Admiralty Telegram 1926/15 arrived, specifying the port of landing as Åndalsnes, as this was believed to be in Norwegian hands. If the Germans were already in Åndalsnes, no landing attempt was to be made.24 Two of the howitzers were to be landed at Ålesund with a small number of men to control the inner leads.

The wind and sea diminished during the night, and the ships set out again on the morning of the 16th. During the passage, AT 1633/16 informed Lieutenant Colonel Simpson that a thousand Territorial soldiers would follow his marines into Åndalsnes as soon as possible and he was to prepare for their arrival.

In the afternoon of the 17th, the British destroyer Ashanti arrived in Molde, requesting Sleipner to follow her down the fjord to reconnoitre for the sloops arriving later in the evening. Everything was quiet at Åndalsnes and thirty Royal Marines were landed from Ashanti to secure the pier and harbour area. Meanwhile, the cruisers York, Calcutta and Effingham patrolled offshore; things remained quiet here too. At 15:00 the sloops were sighted from York heading for Romsdalsfjorden. Inside the fjord, Trygg and the other Norwegian vessels screened against U-boats, a task that remained theirs for the coming days.25 Captain Poland had few if any relevant maps, but a copy of the book The Norwegian Pilot materialised. The sloops arrived without mishap at Åndalsnes around 22:00.

Only two vessels could go alongside the quay at any one time, but, helped by the travelling crane, all four sloops were unloaded by 07:00 the next morning. The Royal Marines were positioned to secure the perimeter while the navy personnel cleared the unloaded stores and prepared for the arrival of the main force. Air attacks were likely and priority was given to positioning the 2-pounder A/A guns and dispersing the stores and ammunition dumps. Those not needed in the working parties were sent to Setnesmoen to prepare quarters there. Rowland Kenney, the British press attaché at the embassy in Oslo – now intelligence officer and temporary consul at Åndalsnes, following his arrival on 10 April – met the British forces when they landed. With him was the Norwegian Løytnant Martin Linge of IR 11, who was to be attached to Simpson’s staff as liaison officer.26

Lieutenant Colonel Simpson and his staff established their headquarters at the Grand Hotel where a telephone exchange was available and a signal station could be established. Linge enthusiastically set about organising billeting for the Primrose forces: he commandeered lorries and vehicles, set up telephone lines and provided Englishspeaking guides.27 The relationship with Oberst Thue, the local Norwegian commander, proved much more difficult – partly for language reasons, partly because neither party made adequate efforts to secure firm liaisons regarding intentions, plans and forces.28 To Simpson the Norwegian commander appeared ‘excitable, unreliable, and most difficult to approach’. Thue, on the other hand, considered the British forces sent to his assistance as little more than children and riff-raff, and told Prime Minister Nygaardsvold that the only thing they were good at was insulting the women and stealing whatever they came across in shops and private homes.29 When the German aircraft came, some of the British soldiers broke rank, according to Thue, unnerving the Norwegian soldiers whom they were meant to augment.30
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The British sloop Auckland. (Wright and Logan)



During the morning, Auckland and Bittern were ordered to proceed to Ålesund and land two of the 3.7-inch howitzers there while Black Swan and Flamingo remained to give anti-aircraft protection. At Ålesund, Captain Pitts from Barham landed with his men and guns during the afternoon of the 18th with a detachment of Royal Marines under Major Heaton Lumley, with Lieutenant Stroud from Hood in support. Major Lumley would be in overall command at Ålesund. The British were received with enthusiasm by the Norwegians at first, but the keenness faded when it was realised that they had brought two howitzers to use against sea targets but no anti-aircraft guns for defence against the inevitable air attacks. Kaptein Puntervold, the local Norwegian commander, believed the guns to be of little value as hardly any traffic had been seen through the leads since the invasion. He agreed to organise a force of volunteers to secure the outer perimeter of the town, while Major Lumley set about preparing the gun positions. The guns never became operational: partly, as Lumley agreed, because the guns and town would then become bombing targets without serving any real purpose, partly becasue it turned out to be a long and tedious process for the inexperienced crews to construct proper positions for them, and they lacked essential fire-control equipment such as rangefinders or telescopes, as well as spare oil for the recoil cylinders. Remarkably, two 3-inch A/A guns, arriving on the 24th, were also incomplete and neither battery ever fired a shot. In general, Ålesund remained in the background of the events in Romsdalsfjorden. Still, there were 148 air-raid alarms between 16 April and 3 May. In the beginning the aircraft attacked only ships in the fjord and obvious military depots; few bombs were dropped on the town until the 27th. By then, most of the civilian population had been evacuated to the surrounding districts and, in spite of extensive damage to houses and harbour, there were few casualties.31

Back at Åndalsnes, German reconnaissance aircraft arrived on the 18th. There were no attacks that day, except one on Flamingo, which she avoided with some ease, although the ship was hit by shrapnel. On the 19th, the Luftwaffe came in force, focusing on the ships in the fjord. The next day, however, the town was also targeted, starting a process that would end up with the total destruction of Åndalsnes. Larger buildings were targeted first, but the smaller wooden houses that made up the majority of the town burned easily and few were left standing. The hospital was bombed several times and eventually received a direct hit, wrecking it completely. When the Grand Hotel was narrowly missed, Lieutenant Colonel Simpson moved his headquarters into a less conspicuous house about a mile inland. He and his men would remain at Åndalsnes throughout the campaign and few of the Primrose men saw direct combat other than air attacks.32

Sparrows and Eagles

It must have been with deep satisfaction that General Ruge, on the afternoon of 17 April, received the communication that he had hoped for from London for so long: ‘For C-in-C Norwegian Forces: British troops will land at Åndalsnes tonight 17th April, 1940.’33

The initial part of the Sickleforce eventually comprised the Territorials of the 148th Brigade under the command of Brigadier Harold de Riemer Morgan. Its two battalions, the 1/5th Leicestershire (Lieutenant Colonel GJ German) and 1/8th Sherwood Foresters, (Lieutenant Colonel TA Ford) had, two weeks earlier, been destined for Stavanger as part of Plan R4. After their hurried disembarkation at Rosyth on the 8th, several new orders arrived and plans changed almost by the day, confusing the preparations. On the 16th, parts of the brigade had already embarked on the liner Orion, believing they were heading for Namsos, when it was finally decided they should go to Åndalsnes instead – in cruisers. Brigadier Morgan was instructed to move swiftly inland to the railway junction at Dombås and from there ‘operate northwards and take offensive action against Germans in the Trondheim area’, after having secured the co-operation of Norwegian forces in the area. Written instructions arrived only a few hours before the expedition sailed at 07:00 on the 17th, placing him as an independent command directly under the War Office for the time being.34

These last-minute alterations created ‘glorious confusion’, leaving important equipment behind or stored in several ships. Half of the Leicesters, including sappers and medical personnel, were left in Rosyth due to lack of accommodation in the cruisers, and would have to come later, as would most of the vehicles of the brigade and a large amount of equipment – including half of the 40-mm Bofors guns of the 168th Light A/A Battery.35 Lieutenant Colonel Dudley Clarke, assigned to Brigadier Morgan from the War Office, wrote:


In the few remaining hours of daylight, frantic efforts were made aboard Orion to break up bulk stores and divide them amongst the parties destined for different ships. The bales of Arctic clothing were opened up, and sheepskin coats, leather jerkins and fur caps issued to each man. There was no time to fit sizes, so that the troops had to be left to sort them out on deck among themselves … Reserves of food and ammunition were mixed with unit equipment and skis for Norwegians; bicycles and sapper tools lay with medical panniers; while such things as the long-range wireless equipment as often as not was split between two holds. There was never a chance of sorting all this out in the dark … One serious consequence was that none of the HE bombs arrived for the 3-inch mortars, and both battalions had to take them into action firing smoke shells alone.36



Vice Admiral Frederick Edward-Collins’s cruisers Galatea and Arethusa would take Brigadier Morgan and the initial men of the 148th Brigade to Åndalsnes, supported by A/A cruisers Carlisle and Curacoa and destroyers Arrow and Acheron. Edward-Collins’s final orders arrived in the afternoon of the 16th:


It has been decided to land a military force at Åndalsnes as soon as possible, in addition to ‘Primrose’ force. Galatea, Arethusa, Carlisle, Curacoa and two destroyers are placed under your command, and a total of approximately one thousand troops under Brigadier Morgan are to be embarked in these ships. Forces to sail as soon as ready. Cruisers can go alongside at Molde, and it is recommended that troops from cruisers should be disembarked at that place; being subsequently ferried to Åndalsnes … It is of great importance to get troops out of ships as soon as possible on account of air attack. Your action on arrival must depend on situation; unless immediate action is essential, a landing at dusk is considered advisable on account of air attack.37



The passage to Norway was largely without event, except for ‘considerable seasickness’ among the Territorials, few of whom had ever been to sea. The ships were detected by German long-range reconnaissance aircraft, but it appears that as there were no transport vessels, the Luftwaffe command did not realise what the ships were doing; except for a rather half-hearted attack they were left alone. German aircraft did attack Bittern, Flamingo and Black Swan as they moved down the fjord to meet the cruisers in the afternoon, but they were gone by the time the ships met up. Vice Admiral Edward-Collins learned from Captain Poland of Black Swan that the quay at Åndalsnes could only accommodate one cruiser at a time, so Curacoa and Arethusa were detached for Molde, to be able to complete the disembarkation during the night. The rest of the expedition proceeded to Åndalsnes, arriving there shortly before 21:00 on the 18th.

In Åndalsnes, Galatea secured alongside the pier, the two destroyers taking turns on the outside, landing their troops across her decks. Later it was Carlisle’s turn, and at 03:00 on the 19th the ships cast off, having landed some 1,750 men. The unloading of the stores was facilitated by the travelling crane. The transport of the troops by rail towards Dombås was initiated immediately. The advance party left at 01:00 and it appeared that there would be no opposition en route.38

Meanwhile, at Molde Arethusa and Curacoa had completed disembarkation of eight hundred men of the Sherwood Foresters. Captain Michael Denny, the designated Senior Naval Officer (SNO), arrived from Åndalsnes in the early morning and started forwarding the majority of these troops and their stores to Åndalsnes in local steamers, arranged by Kommandør Gottwaldt.

Neither Gottwaldt nor Vice-President Stenmarck of the local steamboat company MRF was much impressed by the British soldiers coming to their rescue. Stenmarck wrote: ‘It was depressing to see these 800 soldiers, largely young boys; small, skinny and pale…. It looked as if they could hardly carry their own pack. Kommandør Gottwaldt asked the British Naval Officer [Denny] if there were no better men to send, to which he answered, “‘Oh, it’s enough to lick the Germans.’”39

With some relief though, Stenmarck added: ‘… this turned out to be a makeshift arrangement, as in the following days, the soldiers landing at Åndalsnes were fully trained, brave and experienced.’40

Having dispatched the troops to Åndalsnes, Denny settled in Molde with a small staff. Later, more people would arrive, but the British at Molde were continually hampered by poor and intermittent W/T communication with Åndalsnes as well as London. Kommandør Gottwaldt and Captain Denny apparently developed a good relationship and the two officers handled most tasks through a joint command with no formal ranking, even if the Norwegian officer was the senior of the two.41

Coming down the gangway from Galatea in Åndalsnes, Brigadier Morgan was met by Lieutenant Colonel Simpson, who brought him to the headquarters at the Grand Hotel. There he was shown arrangements for disembarkation of the troops and stores, billets, communication and transport, and given an overview of the situation. During the night Morgan also went to Dombås on a reconnaissance, observing at first hand parts of the attack on the German paratroopers (see below). Kaptein Kristian Krefting, a Norwegian businessman and reserve officer living in London, had been hurriedly commissioned as a liaison officer joining the 148th Brigade and he also embarked early to co-ordinate efforts with Kenney and Linge.

Next morning, the British military attaché, Lieutenant Colonel King-Salter, came up from General Ruge’s headquarters to Dombås to talk directly to Brigadier Morgan. King-Salter, supported by his French colleague Major Bertrand-Vigne, stated that the situation at Lillehammer was critical and unless reinforcements could come within twenty-four hours, the front might not hold. Operations towards Trondheim from Dombås, without securing the rear, King-Salter maintained, would be folly – reinforcing the Norwegians at Lillehammer was the only sensible thing to do. Unless some help was urgently made available, there was a significant risk that the Germans might break through the Norwegian lines in Gudbrandsdal, opening access to Trondheim. Brigadier Morgan accepted that the situation was critical; returning to Åndalsnes at 09:00 on the 19th, he gave orders for the immediate movement of Sickleforce to Dombås. This was in accordance with his original orders, which stated that from there, Sickleforce should ‘demonstrate northwards and take offensive actions against the Germans in the Trondheim area’. While at sea, however, Morgan had received additional instructions from General Ironside to: ‘prevent the Germans from using the railway to reinforce Trondheim … make touch with Norwegian headquarters, believed to be in area Lillehammer and avoid isolating Norwegian forces operating towards Oslo.’ Morgan realised that he could not follow his original orders while complying with the added instructions and agreed to accompany King-Salter to meet with General Ruge.42

They arrived at his headquarters at Øyer near Lillehammer just after midnight. According to Lieutenant Colonel Clarke, who accompanied Morgan, Ruge made a great impression on the British: ‘… an erect, spare figure, with keen blue eyes, lined features and close-cropped grey hair, whose dominating will and military reputation was keeping alive the resistance of Norway’. They found him ‘kind and friendly, with something of the appearance of a Master of Foxhounds, who spoke good English when he took it slowly, with a soft inflexion which might have come from Wales, dressed in blue-grey field uniform with baggy breeches tucked into canvas gaiters over ski-boots.’43

Ruge explained that he had based his defence of the country on the timely arrival of adequate help from Britain, as had been promised by the War Cabinet through Minister Dormer. He added, though, with some bitterness, that he had been informed neither of the British plans nor their strength and asked to be updated. Hearing what Morgan and Clarke had to say, Ruge replied with ‘careful tact’ that he was fully aware of the ‘need for intimate co-operation between Norwegian and Allied troops’, but there could be only one control of the Allied forces in his country and, as C-in-C, he expected all troops, whatever nationality, to comply with this to avoid chaos. Leaving no doubt of his sincerity, he added that, ‘… if the Allies intended making a private war for themselves on Norwegian territory and give orders to Norwegian authorities, he would resign.’ To facilitate the seizure of the primary strategic goal, Trondheim, Ruge concluded, the southern front must be secured first and any ‘demonstration northwards’ should be initiated by combined British-Norwegian units. Hence, the majority of Morgan’s forces would have to be deployed on the Lillehammer front to ‘keep the Germans on the low ground below the entrance to Gudbrandsdal’. The recapturing of Trondheim could await further British reinforcements.44
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Norwegian soldiers at Dombås manning a heavy Colt machine gun on an A/A mounting. (TC Jevanord collection)



Convinced, Brigadier Morgan ordered most of his soldiers southwards, while signalling the War Office for further instructions. General Ruge came to meet the train carrying the British troops when it pulled into Lillehammer station in the early hours of 20 April. His disappointment with what he saw was noticeable: ‘These were not regular troops … [poorly] armed with only rifles and light machine guns … no anti-aircraft guns, no anti tank weapons, no artillery.’45 Later it also turned out that the British had neither radios nor proper maps.

The Norwegian soldiers had been fighting continuously for ten days and were exhausted. To bolster their morale, Ruge dispersed the Territorials in between his own units on both sides of Lake Mjøsa, allowing some of the most worn-out Norwegian troops to pull back: a decision that would turn out to be unfortunate. With hindsight, it would most likely have been better to let the majority of the British troops establish a defence line somewhat further behind, giving them time to settle in, and then let the Norwegians fall through this line when the German pressure became too much to hold. The British soldiers found the physical conditions with snow, cold and unfamiliar terrain challenging and their officers and NCOs found it hard to adapt their operational concepts to those of the Norwegians. The seeds of a major disaster had been sown. General Ruge wrote in his memoirs:


We were significantly hampered by the secrecy of the British command in London. It was never possible to learn what they planned or even were about to initiate. To a certain degree, the secrecy was understandable, considering the vulnerability of the sea-transports, but it made it very difficult for me to make long-term plans. A contributing factor to the tight security was the fear of spies and traitors prevailling as much in England as with us. The British Military Attaché [King-Salter] at one stage showed me a telegram from London which said: ‘Suspect leakage in Norwegian Headquarters’. I was very offended by this, but it was perhaps understandable, considering the mess with Quisling.46



Meanwhile at sea, in spite of repeated reports of German warships approaching Romsdalsfjorden, nothing was sighted, and Vice Admiral Edward-Collins released York, Calcutta and Effingham from their station offStadtlandet in the afternoon of the 18th once the rest of his ships had passed inshore. Calcutta went south at high speed to stand by the damaged Suffolk. York set course for Scapa Flow, while Effingham headed for Narvik.

Having completed the disembarkation, Galatea and Arethusa arrived back at Rosyth without incident on the 20th. Also Curacoa was ordered home with Acheron and Arrow, while Carlisle was ordered back to Åndalsnes to help protect the bridgehead. Rear Admiral John Vivian, Flag Officer 20th Cruiser Squadron, onboard Carlisle thus became senior naval officer in Romsdalsfjorden. In the absence of Allied fighters and adequate A/A defences the Admiralty decided that an A/A cruiser or sloop was to be kept at Namsos and Åndalsnes at all times. At this stage, there were only eight 2-pounder naval guns ashore and the cruisers would serve as the main anti-aircraft protection of the Sickleforce bridgehead.47

Carlisle was greeted by a series of bombing attacks shortly after her return to the fjord and it soon became apparent that the ships rather than the base were the main targets. The steep mountains bordering the narrow fjord gave protection for the approaching aircraft and they appeared suddenly, diving onto the ships over the crests or down the side valleys. Admiral Vivian went ashore to discuss the situation with Lieutenant Colonel Simpson and Captain Poland. They agreed that as the ships were drawing the attention of the aircraft, it was best that they were not alongside, as they had been so far, lest an unlucky miss should cause damage to the pier or the base. Furthermore, when the ships could move in response to an attack, the accuracy of the bombing became significantly lower. It was also decided to ask Trygg and Sleipner to deploy at Åndalsnes to give additional A/A support.48

Black Swan was running low on ammunition and fuel and returned to Scapa Flow in the early morning of the 21st. In all, the sloop had spent some 600 rounds of 4-inch HE shells, 1,200 rounds of pom-pom and 240 rounds of .303 ammunition. Carlisle remained at Åndalsnes until 03:00 on the 22nd, when she was relieved by Curacoa. The latter was badly damaged on the forecastle by a 250-kg bomb dropped from an aircraft of III/LG 1 in the evening of the 24th and had to limp home.49

Captain Aylmer gave a vivid account of the life on a guard ship at Åndalsnes in a communication transmitted a few hours before his ship was disabled:


Åndalsnes and Curacoa have been repeatedly bombed each day: high, low, and dive-bombing attacks, and machine-gunned in the fjord. During daylight hours hostile aircraft are never absent from the sky. Attacks usually well pressed home. Some damage to town; many near misses on Curacoa. In dive-bombing, bombs appear set delay approximately 12 seconds and burst deep; this undoubtedly saved Curacoa’s stem from serious damage. Hits on ship must be expected while doing anti-aircraft guard-ship. Personnel continuously closed up at action stations and getting no rest. Services of friendly aircraft in this area urgently required and will be most welcome. Reliable sources give seven hostile aircraft brought down by anti-aircraft fire and others damaged. Curacoa running short 4-inch ammunition: am drawing from small stock ashore, when fused.50




[image: ]

The British sloop Flamingo. (Tom Moland Ltd)



Flamingo, having escorted Curacoa to sea, returned to Åndalsnes in the morning of the 25th. All was quiet, but not for long:





	10:30

	Engaged one Junkers 88. Four bombs. 100 yards on port quarter. One failed to explode.




	11:30

	Engaged three enemy aircraft.




	13:45

	Engaged three enemy aircraft. Five bombs. Four near misses and one on town.




	14.50

	Engaged one enemy aircraft.




	14:55

	Engaged three enemy aircraft.




	15:00

	Five bombs on town.




	15:25

	Fifteen bombs on town.




	16:00

	Four bombs on town.




	16:03

	Four bombs on town.




	16:10

	Attacked. Two large bombs missed ship.








The men of Flamingo were at action stations continuously from 10:30 until 17:30 when the sky was suddenly empty. It was very difficult to track each aircraft as they skilfully used the mountainsides and high peaks to hide between, appearing at the last possible moment at an unexpected place, diving on the ship. Much ammunition had been destroyed by fires onshore and so to help the gunners, ten thousand rounds of pom-pom and 4-inch rounds were landed from the sloop. By nightfall, virtually all remaining ammunition had been exhausted and Commander Huntley’s gunners were firing practice ammunition and star-shell in between to make it last as long as possible. At 19:00 on the 25th, Black Swan returned and Flamingo could head for home to replenish.51

The attacks continued and Black Swan fired another two thousand rounds of 4-inch and four thousand of pom-pom ammunition during two hectic days. Reports indicate that as long as she was in the fjord, ‘bombing was less intense and notably less accurate’. Eventually, low on ammunition and with his gunners exhausted, Captain Poland took Black Swan down the fjord for a respite in the afternoon of the 28th. At 16:00 a bomb from a Stuka hit the afterdeck. Probably released too low to be armed, it passed through the quarterdeck, through the wardroom, through a fresh-water tank, through the after 4-inch magazine and then out between the twin propeller shafts before exploding on the bottom of the fjord. The water depth prevented crippling damage to the sloop, but the three-foot gash below the waterline forced Captain Poland to set course for Britain.52

Squadron Leader Donaldson of 163 Squadron made some observations on the efficiency of the A/A ships:


The anti-aircraft fire from HM warships was in most cases ignored by German pilots, as the shells were always bursting some considerable distance behind the enemy aircraft. It is ventured to suggest that the fire control is too complicated and that if range finders were employed for the setting of the fuses, and gun layers then allowed to take individual action and to aim their sighting shots well in front of the approaching aircraft, more decisive results would be obtained by obtaining hits on the aircraft [and by the] morale effect on the pilot. This view has been shared by personnel of anti-aircraft guns, both from warships and from A/A personnel, based on fourteen days of continuous operations.53



Admiral Forbes eventually concluded that the deployment of ships for anti-aircraft protection of the bridgeheads was wasteful. On 26 April, he recommended that the Admiralty should prioritise sending A/A batteries and fighter aircraft rather than ships to Norway to counter the Luftwaffe attacks. Maintaining a patrol of sloops and A/A cruisers near the bridgeheads during daylight hours was too risky and created a logistical problem as they spent their ammunition all too quickly. Nevertheless, Calcutta was transferred south from Namsos on the 27th to replace the damaged Curacoa, and eventually stayed until the final evacuation on the night of 1/2 May.

The first batch of reinforcements for Sickleforce arrived in daylight on 21 April. That day, low clouds and heavy snowfall protected the convoy from the Luftwaffe, and it turned out to be one of the very few days of the campaign without air attacks on the bridgehead. On the other hand it was to give one of the very few successes of the period to the Kriegsmarine, as the transport Cedarbank (Master William James Calderwood) was sunk. At 07:49, north-west of Bergen, she was hit aft by a torpedo from U26 and sank by the stern. Thirty men were picked up by Javelin, but fifteen were lost. Jackal and Javelin searched for Korvettenkapitän Scheringer and his boat for a while, but finding nothing, decided it was more important to take the rest of convoy AP1, the troop transports St Magnus and St Sunniva, to Åndalsnes, where they arrived at 18:00. The loss of the Cedarbank was unfortunate as she carried four 40-mm A/A guns and their vehicles among her cargo, as well as ammunition and some seventy-five tons of rations and spare parts. The two other ships of the convoy carried the remaining six hundred men of the Leicesters, as well as A/A gun units and medical and support personnel – had they been hit, it would have been a tragedy of some proportion.54

The next day (22 April) the weather cleared and the bombers returned. A group of Ju88s from III/LG 1 found the sloops Fleetwood and Pelican off the coast, heading for Åndalsnes and Namsos respectively. They attacked individually, and one Junker landed a 250-kg bomb on Pelican’s quarterdeck. It burst on impact, setting off a number of depth charges stowed in the rails and the ensuing explosion literally disintegrated everything aft of the X turret. A second bomb exploded in the water, some thirty metres off the side. Shrapnel damage from this was severe all the way to the foredeck, leading to abundant casualties. Flooding was extensive, but the sea was fairly calm and by emptying the aft fuel tanks, Commander Boswell and his crew managed to stabilise their ship and keep her afloat.

The machinery and steering gear were out of action though and Fleetwood, which had just parted company with her consort and was heading for Romsdalsfjorden when the Junkers attacked, returned and took Pelican under tow back to Lerwick. Thus, Åndalsnes was deprived of sorely needed A/A protection too. Those of the survivors not required for the tow, including a number of staff personnel, were brought to Molde by the trawler St Iver. The wounded were taken to hospital, while the rest were divided between Molde and Åndalsnes and made use of. Fleetwood returned to Åndalsnes on the 29th but left again the following night, having spent most of her ammunition.55

In the evening of the 22nd, Arethusa arrived after a speedy crossing on her own to replace losses inflicted by the sinking of Cedarbank. She carried 150 French light machine guns and 725,000 rounds of ammunition for the Norwegian brigade, a battery of Oerlikon anti-aircraft guns and A/A ammunition for the sloops, all of which was offloaded swiftly. She also carried the first of the RAF ground crew for the aerodrome at Lesjaskogvann as well as some fifty tons of petrol in leaky two-gallon tins (see below).56

The strategic importance of Dombås was recognised by all parties, and in the morning of 14 April von Falkenhorst received orders from Berlin, signed by Hitler, to secure the railway junction using paratroopers. Once landed, they were to destroy the railway lines to prevent British troops moving from Åndalsnes to Lillehammer to reinforce the Norwegian positions in Gudbrandsdal. Thereafter, the orders for the Fallschirmjägers were to hold the crossroads and wait for the main German forces, expected to arrive from the south within days – in spite of being some 260 kilometres south of Dombås at that stage. Contrary to what is held by many authors, there is no mention in the operational orders for the paratroopers of capturing King Haakon and his government nor the Norwegian gold reserves. The goal of the operation was purely to secure Dombås and prevent British reinforcements coming through.57

The weather over Oslo, as well as further north, was very poor that day and it was not until 17:00 – after significant pressure from von Falkenhorst, concerned by direct orders from the Führer – that the fifteen Ju52s took off from Fornebu. In all, they carried 185 paratroopers from 1./FJR 1 under the command of Oberleutnant Herbert Schmidt. Flying low over Lillehammer one machine was shot down by ground fire. The rest were scattered and the Jägers were dropped in small groups over a large area, making the operation a disaster before it had even started. One more Ju52 was shot down over Dombås, and only five of the aircraft managed to return to Fornebu: two landed at Værnes, three got lost and ended up in Sweden, while three crashed or were forced to land on the way back.58

The Norwegian soldiers at Dombås had been warned of the approaching aircraft and prepared for a bombing raid. The heavy Colt machine guns were manned, while the rest of the troops went into shelter. The gunners were extremely surprised when, instead of bombs, parachutes opened up behind the lumbering Junkers. They recovered swiftly and some of the Jägers were shot while still in the air. Others were injured during the landing due to the rugged terrain and strong winds. Two-thirds of the paratroopers, some landing very far from Dombås, were quickly rounded up by the Norwegian defenders, while about sixty men landed in an area south of the crossroads and gathered in a defensive position. Expecting reinforcements, they put up a spirited defence, severing the railway and telephone lines and at times blocking the main road. Oberleutnant Schmidt was wounded, but not seriously, and stayed with his Jägers. Command of the surviving troopers was taken over by his second-in-command, Leutnant Ernst Mössinger.
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This Ju52/3m of 8./KGzbV 1 was shot down by ground fire near Dombås. The pilot Leutnant Erich Schiffrer was wounded and died after crash-landing the aircraft in the forest at Gråberget. Another crewmember and at least one paratrooper also died. The rest were taken prisoner by the Norwegians. (Author’s collection)



The Norwegians from IR 11 and IR 5, inspired by the potential of a likely victory, attacked in force. Kaptein Eiliv Austlid, in command of one of the first units of Norwegians moving in to round up the paratroopers in the morning of the 15th, was pressured by several ministers who wanted to get through to Åndalsnes and he moved too close too quickly. Austlid and six of his men were killed, while the ministers turned back. During the day, the third 3.7-inch naval howitzer, under the command of Sub-Lieutenant Douglas Salter, was rushed up from the Primrose force in support.59 The Norwegians learned their lessons and eventually broke the Germans into smaller groups supported by efficient use of Salter’s railway-mounted howitzer, a Norwegian 75-mm gun and some mortars and heavy machine guns. The fighting was hard, but the outcome was secure and on the 19th the remaining paratroopers surrendered. British Territorials coming up from Åndalsnes arrived only after the fighting was over.60

One of the more puzzling things about the whole event is that the Germans, when they sent the paratroopers in the first place, left them largely to themselves. There appears to have been a large element of inter-service rivalry as well as unwillingness of local commanders to feel obligated by tactical dispositions from Berlin. According to von Falkenhorst, Göring intervened, calling back aircraft and Jägers that had been standing by to reinforce Oberleutnant Schmidt and his men, after having been misinformed of losses and results by Luftwaffe personnel in Oslo.61

With the paratroopers out of the way, the gold reserves of Norges Bank (the Bank of Norway), which had been stored at Lillehammer since being brought out of Oslo under the noses of the German invaders on 9 April, could then be transported to Åndalsnes by train. The train arrived late in the evening of the 19th, but, due to the bombing of the town, which had commenced that day, it was backed up the line during the night to Romsdalshorn station. The carriages were parked inconspicuously in a siding and, as hoped, were left alone by the German bombers.

During the evening of the 20th, a meeting was arranged in Åndalsnes between the Norwegian ministers Ljungberg, Lie, Frihagen and Torp and Lieutenant Colonel Simpson and Rear Admiral Vivian. Birger Ljungberg was minister of defence, Trygve Lie was minister of supply, Anders Frihagen was minister of trade and commerce and Oscar Torp was minister of finance. In the meeting, the ministers introduced Director of Shipping Øyvind Lorentzen and recommended that he be taken to London as soon as possible to arrange for the Norwegian merchant fleet to be placed at the Allies’ disposal.62 Thereafter, Oscar Torp revealed to the stunned British officers that a train waiting outside Åndalsnes contained some 820 large boxes and 725 smaller crates holding the remaining part of the Bank of Norway’s gold reserves. The shipment weighed around forty-nine tons and they would like to have it shipped to Britain – preferably in at least three ships to minimise the risk during transit.63 Rear Admiral Vivian clapped his hands, according to Trygve Lie, and smiling broadly said: ‘I think it is the first time in our history that a British Admiral has been offered a thousand ships and 16 million pounds worth of gold in one night.’ Signals were sent to the Cabinet and the Admiralty that same evening and on the night of 24/25 April, Lorentzen and some eight tons of the gold reserves in two hundred boxes were shipped from Åndalsnes to Britain onboard the cruiser Galatea.64

The arrival of the Territorials did not really stabilise the Norwegian front south of Lillehammer, as Ruge and Morgan had hoped. First, the Territorials were far too few in number, too poorly equipped and too inexperienced. Secondly, they were spread out in an alien, unfamiliar country, a country frozen to a degree that few of them had ever experienced before. Thirdly, some of the Norwegian units started pulling back to rest and form a reserve, believing that the British would take over. Still, General Ruge expressed growing optimism to Generalmajor Hvinden Haug of the 2nd Division, now that the British had arrived, with hopes that the front could be stabilised and that it might become possible for the Allies to take the initiative.65

Generalleutnant Richard Pellengahr, C-in-C of the German forces in eastern Norway, was, in his own words, anxious as to how the campaign would proceed, now that his forces had reached Gudbrandsdal. The Norwegians had adapted a successful ‘guerrilla tactic’ in their defence, to which his troops were not accustomed and found it difficult to counter. Progress had been much slower than anticipated and now that British reinforcements appeared to have arrived, things looked grim. Pellengahr took it for granted that the British would move south from Dombås to reinforce the Norwegian front and unless his forces could move quickly to the offensive, he expected a series of counter-attacks that would be very hard to contest. Intelligence of the British forces landing at Åndalsnes was scant, except what could be seen from the bombers attacking them, and he had no idea of the strength of the British reinforcements or how they were equipped.66
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German troops preparing for the assault on the Allied lines in the early morning of 20 April. (Author’s collection)



The attack on the Allied lines commenced in the early morning of the 20th. At the time, the front ran from Rena to Moelv, across Lakes Mjøsa and Ransfjorden, to Dokka and Bagn. The German forces consisted of II/IR 345, III/IR 362 and the decimated I/IR 345, supported by one artillery battalion (II/AR 233), minor units of Pioneers and mountain troops and the newly arrived 13th Machine Gun Battalion, transferred from Denmark. One of the latter’s three companies was equipped with belted Kettenrad halftrack motorcycles and was to play a significant role in the ensuing fighting.67

The initial German assault was halted by a spirited Norwegian defence and during the day British troops started to deploy on both sides of Lake Mjøsa to reinforce the Norwegian positions. Some of the British soldiers immediately became involved in the fighting.68 Brigadier Morgan reported to the War Office that the German opposition did not ‘appear formidable or aggressive’, but advised he needed reinforcements at once. The answer from General Ironside was that reinforcements were underway and that the Norwegian headquarters should be informed accordingly.69

On the 21st, repeated German attacks, supported by artillery and heavy machine guns, eventually broke through and a gruelling retreat started for the Allied forces. In particular, the machine guns of the Kettenrad half-track motorcycles played havoc with the Anglo-Norwegian units when they attacked in formation. Losses were severe on both sides. Many Allied troops lost contact with their units in the rugged terrain; the experienced Norwegian soldiers had learned when to pull back, whereas a number of the young inexperienced British soldiers were rounded up and surrendered.70 Lillehammer was evacuated in the early hours of 22 April and the remainder of the Allied troops struggled into a position at Fåberg, further north, having discarded the equipment they could not carry. The Germans attacked again in the afternoon, however, with heavy mortar fire in an outflanking manoeuvre, and Fåberg was consequently abandoned. Many of the Norwegian soldiers were now exhausted after almost two weeks of continuous fighting.

On the 23rd, a combined British-Norwegian force of 1,200 men made a stand in front of Tretten, some thirty kilometres north of Lillehammer. Here, the river Lågen fills up most of the valley except for a narrow ledge on the west bank carrying the railway and on the east bank where there was room for little more than the main road and a narrow farm track. The village and only bridge was some three kilometres behind the defile. Two companies of the Foresters, one of the Leicesters and the remnants of three squadrons of Norwegian dragoons, with four medium machine guns and a mortar, positioned themselves on the eastern bank while one company of the Foresters was left to guard the railway line on the western bank. Communication between the units was poor and the men were all tired and low on ammunition. The Germans attacked after midday, supported by artillery and three light tanks, against which the Allied forces had few effective weapons.71 The west bank held, but, supported by the tanks, Pellengahr’s men eventually broke through on the east bank and the positions had to be abandoned, including the village and bridge. The result was catastrophic: the commander of the Leicesters, Lieutenant Colonel German, was taken prisoner with several of his officers in the afternoon; the commander of the Foresters, Lieutenant Colonel Ford, only escaped the same fate by losing himself in the mountains for some days. The energetic British military attaché, Lieutenant Colonel King-Salter, ended up behind German lines, was seriously wounded and then was also taken prisoner.72 The British stragglers, largely with nothing but their rifles and the clothes they wore, were gathered at Heidal some sixty kilometres to the north. By the evening of 23 April, the 148th Brigade had been reduced to a half a dozen officers and 300 men (later increased to 450 men, all told). The brigade had ceased to exist as a fighting unit and was deployed at Dombås as an ‘anti-parachute force’. The Norwegian 2nd Dragoon Regiment, DR 2, was cut off and had to pull into Gausdal, where the unit, which had fought hard holding the Germans off, capitulated a week later.73
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British Territorials captured at Tretten are marched towards Lillehammer. (Author’s collection)
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The morning of 29 April 1940. Norwegian officers of the 2nd Dragoon Regiment, DR 2, have been allowed into the German lines to discuss capitulation. (Author’s collection)



It had already been decided in London to send the 15th Infantry Brigade of three regular battalions direct from France to Åndalsnes but the first elements of this force, led by Brigadier Herbert Smyth, did not land until the evening of the 23rd, after the disaster at Tretten. Major General Bernard Paget, newly appointed overall commander of the reinforced Sickleforce, also arrived at Åndalsnes on the 23rd. The war in southern Norway was about to enter its most critical phase.74

On the other side of the front there were also questions that needed to be answered that day. To General Pellengahr’s irritation, Oberst Robert Schmundt arrived at Lillehammer in the early morning of the 23rd, directly from Berlin, asking for information. Schmundt was Hitler’s chief military aide, infamous for appearing at trouble spots asking difficult questions and known to have the ear of the Führer when reporting what he had seen and advising what to do about it. Now Schmundt wanted to know – in writing – when the road to Trondheim would be open and when the British would be thrown back into the North Sea. He explained that the successful termination of the campaign in Norway was decisive for the course of the war and that Hitler usually asked for updates on events every two to three hours. Above all, it was necessary to know when Germany would have control over southern Norway before deciding the schedule for the launch of the attack in the West. The Führer would actually have come himself, were it not for the still risky flight across the Skagerrak.

Wisely, Pellengahr refused to put his head on the block and give any such declaration, whether in writing or verbally. Instead he took Schmundt on a tour of the front for him to see for himself the terrain and the difficulties facing the German troops. While walking through some of the recently captured Norwegian positions outside Lillehammer, the general explained that even if the first part of the battle of Gudbrandsdal had been successful – and the British soldiers appeared to be inferior so far – nobody knew what lay ahead. The Norwegians were far from beaten and there was no intelligence available as to what the British were bringing in at Åndalsnes. The terrain at Gudbrandsdal was extremely challenging and the advance could be halted at every corner. There were also difficulties in Østerdal, not least due to insufficient troops and the disappointing performance of the Panzers.
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Generalleutnant Richard Pellengahr (centre) and staff officers discussing tactics in Gudbrandsdal. (Author’s collection)



Reluctantly, Schmundt accepted that he would not have any promises for now and hastened back to Berlin to explain to Hitler why that was so. With him, he took Lieutenant Colonel German, a captured Boys 0.55-inch anti-tank rifle and a box of documents that had been found intact when overrunning the headquarters of the 148th Brigade. Hitler and his staff in Berlin would just have to wait for more definitive answers.75

Ice in my Drink

To try to balance the German air superiority over Norway, Vice Admiral Lionel ‘Nutty’ Wells, Vice Admiral Aircraft Carriers (VAA), was hastily recalled from the Mediterranean with his two carriers Glorious and Ark Royal (see Chapter 7). While these FAA aircraft could operate from offshore, providing air cover for the bridgeheads at Namsos and Åndalsnes, it was also decided to land a number of RAF fighters onshore. Hence, navy pilots flew eighteen RAF Gladiator Mk II fighters of 263 Squadron onto Glorious before departure. One of the Gladiators suffered engine failure during landing on the carrier and crashed into the sea; the pilot was uninjured and the Gladiator was replaced. Both carriers left Scapa Flow for central Norway on 23 April.76

Squadron Leader Whitney Straight had arrived at Romsdalsfjorden with Primrose to see if it was possible to find a landing site from where fighters could operate in support of Sickleforce. To assist him, he was assigned Kaptein Bjarne Øen, the newly appointed commander of the remaining Norwegian Army Air Force. According to Ruge, Straight did not acknowledge Norwegian experience of operating aircraft from frozen lakes during the winter and spent valuable time searching for alternatives on land before he accepted that such sites did not exist in the area and agreed to use the ice of the narrow wood-bound Lake Lesjaskogvann, 625 metres above sea level at the watershed between Romsdal and Gudbrandsdal, some fifty kilometres inland from Åndalsnes. ‘Here as in many other cases, the Allies often came with preconceived ideas, not willing to listen to us. Through this, valuable time was lost until they had to accept that what we had suggested was best after all.’77
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Norwegian volunteers clearing a runway in the snow at Lake Lesjaskogvann (TC Jevanord collection)



Squadron Leader JW ‘Baldy’ Donaldson of 263 Squadron did not know any of this as he prepared his Gladiator aircraft for take-off from Glorious in the afternoon of 24 April. None of the pilots had taken off from a carrier deck before but all went well in spite of poor weather and heavy snowfall. A Skua guided each flight of nine aircraft, taking off at 17:00 and 17:30 respectively, about 250 miles offshore. By 19:00, all Gladiators had landed safely at Lesjaskogvann.78 After the successful landing, however, just about everything that could go wrong did so.

The ground crew disembarking at Åndalsnes from Arethusa on the 22nd/23rd and Galatea on the 23rd/24th found their stores in unmarked crates. As only two civilian lorries could be pressed for transportation it took a long time to transport the most critical equipment to Lesjaskogvann, including fifty tons of petrol in leaking two-gallon tins. Even more serious, the ground crew and armourers did not belong to 263 Squadron and few of them were familiar with the Gladiators at all, far less their officers and pilots.79

There were only the barest of facilities at the lake, and the support was at best improvised, even if two hundred Norwegian volunteers had swept a 750-metre-long, 70-metre-wide runway on the ice by the afternoon of the 24th. The aircraft would have to be refuelled by hand as there were no pumps, and only two refuelling troughs had been dispatched. Even starting the aircraft would have to be by hand: the starter trolley could not be used as there was no acid for its batteries. While the others settled in, Flight Lieutenant Mills commandeered one of the four maps to share among the eighteen pilots and made a reconnaissance of the valley towards the front line. On landing he reported multiple bomb craters along roads and railway lines, indicating severe German air activity.80

Squadron Leader Donaldson was appalled and in a meeting with Straight and Øen insisted alternative landing sites would have to be found ‘at the earliest possible moment’. His official report ominously elucidates:


In view of [his] appreciation, the Squadron Commander decided that little operations should be undertaken and that the Squadron aircraft must be used solely for the defence of its very existence. This decision, serious as it was, considering the military situation which desperately needed Air Co-operation through constant bombing along its only line of communication, showed that the placing of the squadron in this particular area was dangerous and difficult and that the decision of the Squadron Commander subsequently proved to be correct.81



While waiting for nightfall, three refuelled aircraft were kept at readiness with pilots in their cockpits. At 21:30, in semi-darkness, two intruders were reported and the aircraft were scrambled. Only two managed to start their engines, however, and the third was left behind. The intruders turned out to be Norwegian reconnaissance aircraft and the Gladiators turned back to land in almost pitch darkness.

Neither British pilots nor their ground crew had much experience with sub-zero temperatures – during the night, despite the advice of the Norwegian officers present, the aircraft had been parked along the northern shore, where there was water on the ice. Hence, most of the aircraft froze onto the ice during the night and had to be hacked free in the morning. In addition, the carburettors froze as nobody bothered running the engines at intervals during the night, as the Norwegian officers had advised; this meant having to top them up by hand again in the morning.

Eventually two Gladiators took off to patrol over the lake at 04:45, almost two hours later than had been ordered by Donaldson the night before. This patrol immediately intercepted a He115 and two He111s. The former was shot down, according to the British sources, although German files do not reveal such a loss. Shortly after, however, while the ground crews were still struggling with the remaining Gladiators, a single He111 came in underneath the patrol, dropping bombs and machine-gunning from low altitude, but doing no real damage.

At 07:45, He111s and Ju88s of KG 26 and KG 30, stationed at Stavanger, appeared, commencing a continuous bombing operation that was to last all day. Later, LG 1 and parts of KG 4 from Oslo joined in, escorted by Bf110s. In all, eighty-five to ninety attacks were recorded and 132 craters counted on the ice or in the near vicinity. Four of the Gladiators were destroyed almost at once, and three British pilots were injured, including Squadron Leader Donaldson, who suffered concussion. The British Oerlikon guns, supported by Norwegian heavy machine guns, held the German aircraft at a reasonable distance, and a handful of the Gladiators managed to get airborne during the day. Some patrolled the front line, as intended, while others, including Flight Lieutenant Mills, stayed to protect the base. During this phase, several of the bombers were damaged and at least four Heinkels were shot down. Eventually, Squadron Leader Donaldson also managed to get airborne, taking on the attackers. He and the others defending the airfield found that the Ju88s were able to out-manoeuvre the British fighters and, in particular, out-climb them in some situations. Flight Lieutenant Mills described an encounter with three Ju88s:


I delivered an attack on the rear aircraft but when I was seen, the formation increased their speed … and I found myself being out-manoeuvred and had no advantage in attempting to climb so I decided to fight on a line of tactics of attempting to collide with them having very little ammunition remaining…. I ran out of ammunition and petrol and with only a few minutes’ petrol I drove the enemy away by attempting to collide. It was my only hope to keep them away from the lake and to save myself from being shot down. This change of tactics enabled the enemy to inflict damage on my aircraft; an inner plane strut was shot away, large holes on the leading edges of my main planes. As I made my last dive on one Ju88 to try and hit him, the aircraft turned to avoid collision and then withdrew just as my petrol was exhausted and I force landed in the snow successfully…. I became a target for a number of ground strafing He111s. My aircraft was set on fire as I left it. I walked to the lake and tried to start another aircraft but was forced to leave and this aircraft was also bombed.82
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The morning of 25 April at Lake Lesjaskogvann. Some Gladiators are already destroyed, while others appear to be still operational. (TC Jevanord collection)



By midday, ten Gladiators lay wrecked on the ice and the lake was fast becoming unusable as the bombs broke up the ice. Refuelling and rearming of the fighters took around an hour and a half due to the attacks, the unfamiliar conditions and the lack of equipment. In addition, many of the ground crews deserted their posts and ran into the woods once the attacks started and stayed there the rest of the day, the pilots having to do most of the work themselves.83 Late in the afternoon Bf110s from I/ZG 76 and Ju88s from Z/KG 30 arrived over Åndalsnes, escorting a flight of Ju87s. Finding no adversaries there, they flew on towards Lesjaskog, strafing the airfield instead, leaving more damage to the base, one more Gladiator blazing and two damaged beyond repair.
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A Gladiator taxiing between the bomb craters on the ice of Lake Lesjaskogvann. (Imperial War Museum HU2874)



With the ice unusable, the five surviving fighters, including Squadron Leader Donaldson, headed for Setnesmoen near Åndalsnes, a small Norwegian army camp with a parade ground from which the Gladiators could operate – just. From here the survivors continued to fly into the evening and one more He111 was downed over the bridgehead.

Next day, one Gladiator crashed due to engine failure and another became unserviceable, again from engine failure.84 The remaining three aircraft flew continuous patrols during the day, but found they could not reach the bombers flying above eight thousand metres due to exhausted oxygen supplies. By nightfall, the supplies of fuel and ammunition had run out too and the one remaining airworthy aircraft was destroyed the next day.

Six confirmed victories were credited to the squadron during forty-nine sorties, while eight further claims remained unconfirmed. Part of the ground staff and support personnel embarked on the sloop Fleetwood and the French freighter Cape Blanc for the return to Britain, while others were set to march towards Åfarnes. Squadron Leader Donaldson and his pilots returned to Britain onboard the freighter Delius, an event that was no less frightening than what they had experienced so far.85 For some time, it was debated whether to send Hurricanes of 46 Squadron as further reinforcements. In the evening of 27 April, Squadron Leader Cross landed at Åndalsnes in a Sunderland flying-boat to reconnoitre. He reported back to the Air Ministry that Setnesmoen was suitable for Hurricanes and recommended their immediate deployment. As the evacuation had now been decided upon, however, the Air Ministry rejected the suggestion on the 29th.86 Instead, 254 Squadron attempted to fly patrols from Hatston in the Orkneys, but their long-range Blenheim fighters could only stay over Romsdalsfjorden less than an hour and the operation was too inefficient to be sustained. Attempts at preparing the landing ground at Setnesmoen to use for refuelling were frustrated on the 29th when German aircraft bombed the strip, making it totally unusable.87
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Pilot Officer O’Neill’s Hudson back at Wick with damage from friendly fire. Left to right: LAC McGhie, Pilot Officer Hugh O’Neill, AC Court, Pilot Officer Talbot Rothwell. (Imperial War Museum CH41)



During the afternoon of 23 April, a battle flight of three Coastal Command Hudsons from 224 Squadron approached Åndalsnes from the east. Curacoa, the A/A cruiser in the fjord at the time, opened fire, as did the onshore batteries, resulting in one Hudson being shot down and the two others being severely damaged. Three crewmembers escaped by parachute from the downed Hudson, while Pilot Officer Hector Webb was killed. This unfortunate incident, which caused much consternation, was later attributed to a combination of general misunderstanding and lack of information on recognition signals. Lieutenant Colonel Simpson wrote that, at the time, few British aircraft had been over the bridgehead and that same morning he had been informed that none was to be expected for forty-eight hours. When shortly after, he received the signal ‘Battle flight expected 16:00’ from Curacoa, Simpson interpreted the signal to mean that German aircraft were arriving and the Royal Marine gunners were called to action stations.

The Hudsons had no means of W/T communication with the navy, neither had the gunners any information on the recognition signals used by Coastal Command. Curacoa’s gunners most likely opened fire on instinct when the aircraft appeared – until they could be halted by their officers, who knew that British aircraft were to be expected and recognised the signals from the Hudsons. The RM gunners appear to have opened fire as soon as they could see the aircraft, not recognising them as British.88 Pilot Officer Hugh O’Neill’s Hudson received severe damage but he managed to nurse his aircraft back to Wick in spite of the starboard engine being out and serious damage to tail and wings:


We made our landfall as planned at the entrance to Moldefjord at about a thousand feet, moved into line astern for our passage up into Romsdalsfjord and began to lose height…. Cloud cover in Romsdalsfjord had settled below a thousand feet, so that the sides of the fjord rose sheer into the cloud base…. I decided to run the formation in line astern up the north side of the fjord, make a fairly tight turn over Åndalsnes and then withdraw down the south side before making a second and possibly more runs. After that we would see how matters developed. The AA cruiser Curacoa lay alongside the fjord bank some distance from the town, so we took the usual precautions with Verey pistol, Aldis lamp and yo-yo undercarriage…. Hardly had we arrived abreast of the cruiser and just short of the harbour in time to start our formation turn, when we received a shower of high explosive from both the cruiser and the guns on the jetty. Number Two was immediately shot into the fjord…. I, on the other hand, found myself driving on one engine, full of holes and smoke and without room to turn.89



On 24 April, the War Cabinet discussed the possibility of landing a mechanised infantry brigade, supported by a regiment of tanks and the French demi-brigade intended for Namsos, at Åndalsnes. The relentless German bombing in Romsdalsfjorden made such plans unrealistic, however, without extensive air support. Aircraft from the carriers offshore did their best to help, but they were few and far between and German air superiority remained unchallenged.90

Signs of Battle

The three battalions of Brigadier Smyth’s 15th Infantry Brigade, about 2,700 men, all regular soldiers, with nine anti-tank guns and a battery of Bofors anti-aircraft guns were taken across from Britain in two parties.91 Admiral Edward-Collins embarked the 1st York and Lancaster (Lieutenant Colonel Kent-Lemon) and the 1st King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry KOYLI (Acting Lieutenant Colonel Cass), the anti-tank guns and half the Bofors guns as well as Brigadier Smyth and his staff. Admiral Edward-Collins left Rosyth at 06:00 on the 22nd with the cruisers Galatea, Sheffield and Glasgow, accompanied by the destroyers Vansittart, Campbell, Ivanhoe, Icarus, Impulsive and Witch. Galatea carried about four hundred men, the two other cruisers seven hundred each and the destroyers sixty men each of the 15th Brigade.92 In addition, naval staff for the running of the bridgehead were embarked as well as a searchlight unit and two 3-inch, high-angle guns for Ålesund.

The ships arrived at Romsdalsfjorden in the evening of 23 April without incident. Sheffield, Vansittart and Campbell were detached for Molde, while the rest continued up the fjord to Åndalsnes. The unloading went smoothly and next morning the cruisers sailed individually for home accompanied by two destroyers each. They all arrived safely at base after an inconsequential attack by a few aircraft off Shetland on Galatea and Sheffield.93

Meanwhile, Admiral Layton was ordered to take Manchester, Birmingham and York, just returned from Norway, to Rosyth and embark the 1st Green Howards (Lieutenant Colonel Robinson), the rest of the Bofors guns, General Paget and his staff as well as an advance party of V Corps headquarters led by Brigadier Hogg for Åndalsnes. The embarkation having been completed during the night, Layton took his cruisers to sea at 06:00 on the 24th, accompanied by the destroyers Arrow, Acheron and Griffin, carrying in all some 1,550 men and 300 tons of stores.94
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Bofors guns and other equipment being offloaded from Manchester at Molde on the evening of 25 April. (Author’s collection)



Manchester went alongside at Molde in the evening of the 25th, disembarking General Paget and his headquarters, while the rest of the ships carried on to Åndalsnes. Here, Birmingham anchored while York went alongside. The destroyers, after disembarking their own troops, ferried those from Birmingham to shore assisted by local steamers. This operation went without interference or mishap and the ships were all offshore again by morning on the 26th. York and the destroyers sailed for home, while Admiral Layton remained offshore with Manchester and Birmingham, supporting Ivanhoe, Icarus and Impulsive laying mines in the leads around Trondheim (Operation ZMA).

Arrow was proceeding independently for Scapa Flow when, in the early morning, a trawler was sighted. The trawler was flying Dutch flags and had Dutch markings on her sides. Commander Williams closed the stopped vessel unsuspectingly, laying by two cables away.95 Unknown to Williams, however, this was Schiff37, carrying field guns and other stores for Trondheim. When Arrow had stopped and was about to slip her whaler, the trawler went full ahead and turned to ram. Williams, totally surprised by the suicidal nerve of the German crew, ordered full ahead, but too late. Just before ramming the destroyer, Schiff37 hoisted the German naval ensign and some thirty men jumped overboard.

After the collision, Arrow opened fire and hit the trawler repeatedly while she drifted away, eventually to be sunk by Birmingham, which arrived on the scene. Arrow was holed on the port side into the engine room just above the waterline. The leak was not serious though, and after placing collision mats over the hole Commander Williams proceeded to search for survivors. None was found. Before turning north again, Captain Madden of Birmingham ordered Acheron and Griffin, also arrived from Åndalsnes, to assist Arrow back to Scapa Flow. Not long after, a similar trawler, also displaying Dutch markings and flags, was sighted. Griffin, with Acheron assisting, was sent to investigate. The vessel, which turned out to be the German trawler Schiff26, was taken prize and sent to Scapa Flow with the destroyers. She was later found to have a large amount of stores and ammunition, including torpedoes and mines, intended for Narvik.96

Anticipating more German transports in the area, further sweeps were made by the cruisers but nothing was encountered and Admiral Layton again took up a covering position off the entrance to Trondheimsfjorden at nightfall. During the morning of the 28th, Manchester and Birmingham were recalled to Scapa Flow for refuelling before becoming engaged in the evacuation from Åndalsnes. Nubian and Ashanti suffered light damage from near misses in an aircraft attack later that same day and also returned to Britain.97

Arriving in Molde on the 25th, Major General Paget immediately transferred to Sleipner and, while steaming towards Åndalsnes, met with Captain Denny, Brigadier Morgan and other senior British officers. Gathering in the wardroom of the Norwegian destroyer, Morgan handed over the command to Paget while the others one by one reported on the status of their respective fields. All present agreed that the expedition was ill-founded and the outlook for success distinctively grim. Denny was clear that the base in Molde and line of communication would soon disintegrate unless it could be protected from German air attacks. The waterfront of the town was all but destroyed, with only the concrete quay remaining; houses and buildings were burned, the water supply restricted and the roads were pitted with craters and badly churned up by heavy traffic in melting snow. From the others, Paget learned that Åndalsnes fared no better. The town suffered from constant air attacks and several convoys had been harassed to the point where they did not stay alongside long enough to be fully unloaded. There were fires all over the town, most of them left to burn. The onshore A/A batteries were for all practical purposes inoperable, either directly from damage or from lack of ammunition or spares. At the front line, the troops were harassed by low-flying aircraft, against which there was little defence. In addition, the enemy possessed artillery, tanks and heavy mortars, against which there was limited defence. By the time he reached Åndalsnes at 22:30, General Paget must have been convinced he had an almost impossible task ahead. He had a grim report on the situation submitted to London by his corps liaison officer, Lieutenant Colonel Festing, concluding that the situation was ‘Not Satisfactory’. Unless immediate reinforcements were made available, above all in the form of air support, ‘the whole force may be jeopardised within a period from four to five days.’98


[image: ]

Major General Bernard Paget. (Author’s collection)



On the 25th, the torpedo boat Trygg was giving anti-aircraft support at the wharf in Isfjorden near Åndalsnes. The air attacks started early in the morning; from the ship, they saw how one of the British 40-mm A/A guns received a direct hit, killing most of its crew. A little later, Trygg received the attention of a number of He111s from KG 26. Around fourteen to sixteen bombs fell in the water outside her, or on the wharf itself, before one bomb hit the afterdeck, passing right through the hull without exploding. The first officer, Fenrik Evju and two ratings manning the Oerlikon gun, some metres away from where the bomb hit, were thrown about by the impact but not seriously wounded. The gun was not harmed either, and within minutes the three men were back on their feet, continuing to fire at the aircraft.

The hole caused by the bomb, below the waterline, was too big to stem and water flooded in. Løytnant Münster gave orders to start the engines to get the pumps going, but a fire in the boiler room prevented this. The stern started to sink and, trying to save his ship, Løytnant Münster ordered her grounded. It was high tide though, and in the evening when the tide went out, the torpedo boat keeled over 40–50 degrees. All that could be saved from the wreck was brought ashore, including the 20-mm Oerlikon guns, the machine guns and all available ammunition. With the next rising tide, Trygg rolled over onto the starboard side and sank in shallow water; her flag was still up as she went down. None of the crew had been seriously wounded. Some were deployed in various functions onshore at Åndalsnes while others headed for Molde with Løytnant Münster.99
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(Left) Trygg aground at Isfjorden in the evening of 25 April and later capsized. (Left, Scanpix; right, author’s collection)



Sleipner was also targeted on the 25th and to the men onboard it appeared that the Luftwaffe had singled out their destroyer for destruction. Some forty-five bombs fell near the destroyer during the day: the first at 04:50, the last twelve hours later. During an extraordinary hour from 15:30 to 16:30 Kaptein Ullring manoeuvred his nimble ship masterly away from thirty-one bombs during nine different attacks. Although some machine-gun bullets holed the flag, not a single bomb hit near enough to cause any serious damage. One of the British trawlers observed the intense battle, happy to be left out this time. After the aircraft had gone, when Sleipner passed by on her way back to Molde to embark Major General Paget and his staff, the trawler’s crew manned the railings, giving the exhausted Norwegian sailors a heart-warming three cheers.100

Through the constant air attacks, Sleipner’s stock of A/A ammunition had become depleted and the constant high-speed manoeuvring had worn down vital parts of her engine system. After having landed Paget and his officers at Åndalsnes, Kaptein Ullring decided it was time to go to Britain for replenishment and repairs. He had a brief discussion with Kommandør Gottwaldt, who accepted the decision, and after having informed Captain Denny, Sleipner set course for Lerwick on Shetland in the early hours of 26 April.101

Upon landing, the soldiers of the 15th Brigade came south from Åndalsnes, taking up positions around Kvam, behind a Norwegian barrier at Fåvang and Ringebu.102 In the early morning of the 25th the Germans attacked. The Norwegians fell back through the British lines during the morning and in the ensuing fight losses were heavy on both sides. In addition to the anti-tank rifles, the British also had five 37-mm anti-tank guns and at least three of the German tanks were disabled. Brigadier Smyth was seriously wounded by shrapnel early in the battle and replaced by Lieutenant Colonel Kent-Lemon. Still, the British line held. For the first time, Pellengahr’s troops met professional, well-trained units of their own calibre who defied heavy fire as long as they were in prepared positions. The next day the Germans attacked again, supported by armoured fighting vehicles, artillery, mortars and heavy machine guns. Several more tanks were damaged and it was only at dusk that orders came from General Paget to withdraw, to avoid further losses. By this time, Kvam was ablaze and around seventy buildings were burned down, including the old church. Three civilians died, as did four Norwegian soldiers and some fifty British.103 German losses were of a similar magnitude.

Due to the terrain and the snow, the German advance beyond Kvam towards Otta and Dombås was largely confined to the main roads. Nevertheless, supported by armour, mortars and artillery, the spearheads pushed relentlessly forwards, although more carefully than before, no doubt affected by the severe fighting and losses inflicted at Kvam. Besides vital reconnaissance, low-flying German aircraft could, unhindered, attack positions, roads and railways at will, including key targets such as the railway junction at Dombås. Direct aerial support for General Pellengahr’s troops was restricted by the narrow front and appeared from the German viewpoint to have limited effect. The Norwegian and British forces continued a fighting withdrawal towards Dombås through a series of defensive positions and demolitions.104

*   *   *


[image: ]

Mixed graves outside the church at Kvam. The British grave is that of Private Edward Harrison of the 4th Battalion, the Lincolnshire Regiment. He was killed on 22 April. (Author’s collection)
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A German reconnaissance patrol (Spähtrupp) pausing just north of Otta. (Author’s collection)
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Dead British soldiers of the 15th Brigade near Otta, 28 April. On the back of the photo is written ‘25 Tommies and 5 Germans fell here’. (Author’s collection)



Since the arrival of Sickleforce, there had been almost daily air attacks on Åndalsnes. The British press attaché, Rowland Kenney, who arrived in Åndalsnes before the first landings, later wrote:


When the British military forces arrived at Åndalsnes, the Norwegian people and troops gave a profound sigh of relief, as they now regarded their early delivery from the German invader as certain. They had not, however, reckoned with the difficulties with which the British forces would obviously have to contend … German bombing was incessant for six or seven hours every day, and although anti-aircraft guns were landed and mounted, these did not prevent German attacks on the British ships, the quay, the railway station and the town. The Norwegians had, of course, expected that the enemy would not leave Åndalsnes unmolested, but they appeared to be surprised at the persistence of German attacks from the air and the destruction achieved.105



Though the scale of the attacks was moderate at first, the continued harassment of the bridgehead took its toll and a number of small ships had been sunk in the fjord. At first, the attacks were largely limited to the warships in the fjord but soon what appeared to be indiscriminate bombing and strafing of towns, villages, piers and houses commenced and Åndalsnes was bombed every day from the 20th onwards.

Unknown to the Allies, the air war had entered a new phase. On 19 April, a brief but fatal signal had been issued by the OKW to a dozen recipients, signed by General Keitel and marked ‘Geheime Kommandosache’ (Strictly Confidential). The document informed them that Hitler had ‘ordered the Luftwaffe to destroy places outside the German-occupied coastal cities occupied by the English, or announced to be occupied, without consideration for the civil population.’ Namsos and Åndalsnes had so far been singled out for special treatment – roads and railways should be destroyed as close to the towns as possible.106

Hence, the Luftwaffe launched an almost continuous series of raids, focusing on Åndalsnes and Molde in Romsdalsfjorden, restricting outdoor activities to the quickly waning hours of darkness. Captain Alexander Maxwell-Hyslop, naval liaison officer to General Paget, newly arrived from London, wrote:


Air attacks on Åndalsnes started at 09:00 and continued intermittently until 18:30, about three bombs (250 lbs) being dropped every 15 minutes. A number of incendiary bombs were also dropped. The worst of these attacks fell on the dock area where considerable damage was done. The houses in the area were all entirely destroyed, some by explosive effect, but most by fire. The wooden jetty … was totally destroyed and a quantity of ammunition and military stores were destroyed by fire. Few dugouts were available, nor were there obtainable any spades or sandbags to make shelters … No attempt could be made to put out fires, as all water pressure failed and earth could not be dug to throw on flames owing to complete lack of spades. All that could be done was to work between successive attacks, taking cover by laying down when planes were observed approaching. In these circumstances, progress with necessary work was slow, but physical and nervous strain on personnel was high.107



Captain Denny gave a similar picture:


At the Base, the incessant German air activity caused more and more dislocation. With all wooden quays destroyed, the area surrounding the single concrete quay devastated by fire, the roads pitted by bomb craters disintegrating due to the combined effect of heavy traffic and the melting snow, the recurrent damage to the railway, the machine gunning of the road traffic, all made it patent to those on the spot that it was only a matter of time for the port activities to diminish to such an extent that the line of communication could not be maintained. The necessity for scattering the personnel to the surrounding hillsides or cover during the frequent bombing attacks already limited the work of the port to the hours between 20:00 and 06:00 … the good fortune being that the Germans omitted to carry out air attacks during the actual dark hours when the embarkation was being effected.108



Løytnant Münster of the torpedo boat Trygg wrote:


The British ammunition dumps and petrol storages continued to burn. Particularly at night, it was a fantastic sight to see glowing shells and shrapnel being thrown for kilometres around with basements and concrete piers left as glowing craters.109



From the 20th, Ju88s and He111s from KG 30, KG 26 and LG 1 attacked Dombås, Åndalsnes and Molde, hunting for targets. He111s from II/KG 54 also joined in over Dombås and southwards to Otta, while units from KG 4 operated further south, over the front line. For the crews of the A/A ships, the following week was a nightmare and the utmost test of nerve and discipline. The ships themselves were prime targets and persistently bombed and strafed by every German aircraft overhead. All guns constantly kept up their fire and the ships turned and twisted through evasive movements, making life onboard very uncomfortable. The number of A/A guns at Åndalsnes, excluding those on the ships, was pitifully small during the whole landing period. As a makeshift arrangement, the navy provided eight Oerlikon guns, which were brought ashore with the first landings on 17/18 April. Later, twelve Bofors guns from the 168th Light A/A Battery arrived: four each on 18, 21 and 24 April. An additional four guns were lost with the Cedarbank. The German pilots quickly learned that by bombing from heights beyond the range of the A/A guns they were virtually immune and several of the guns were systematically destroyed. On 27/28 April, eight 3-inch guns from the 260 A/A Battery arrived, but by then, it was too late.110

Feldwebel Hilmar Schmidt, navigator/bomb-aimer onboard a He111 of KGr 100, wrote in his diary after a mission over Romsdalsfjorden:


Our orders were to attack warships and transports, with the railway line to Dombaas the alternative target. We found the warships all right – the defensive flak was truly frightful and my two SC 250 bombs missed their intended target … The flak was worse than ever – below, above, in front, behind and beside us the shells exploded, producing a veritable cloud of black smoke. It was hell. ‘Bombs away!’ I called and switched off my bombsight. [The pilot Paul Wiersbitzki] dropped the right wing and we dived away at more than 400 kilometres per hour … Of the seven aircraft of our Staffel, two did not return. The Hänsel crew turned up in Bergen eight days later … What happened to Rippka and his crew nobody knows.111



*   *   *

During the afternoon of the 26th, the Luftwaffe arrived in force, starting a systematic and merciless annihilation of Åndalsnes. High-explosive (HE) and incendiary bombs rained down in unprecedented numbers, setting ablaze the wooden quays and most of the lower part of the town. Large amounts of stores were destroyed, including the ammunition dumps. Civilians and military personnel evacuated as fast as they could. The next day, four more attacks flattened the rest of the town, making the harbour practically useless. A supply convoy arrived in the evening, but turned back with, among other essentials, the greater part of a heavy anti-aircraft battery still on board. It was impossible to unload the ships during daylight, and the nights were shortening quickly. It became virtually impossible for the logistical and base organisation to sustain the forces onshore. A telling communication was sent from C-in-C Home Fleet to the FAA and the Admiralty on the evening of the 26th: ‘Åndalsnes being continually bombed. Skuas badly needed.’112

Molde had its first serious bombing raid on the 25th. From then on, the town was systematically destroyed, including most buildings along the waterfront. In the morning of the 27th, orders were issued saying that ships should only berth between 21:00 and 02:00 and otherwise remain at sea for the daylight period.113 In spite of the extensive destruction, only seven civilians were killed in Molde due to an effective evacuation of the nearly 3,200 inhabitants. Most of the casualties were firemen or administrative personnel, remaining to support the military.

To relieve the pressure on Åndalsnes, alternative bridgeheads were considered at both Geirangefjorden and Sunndalsfjorden, but as the roads from these landing sites towards the front line were found to be blocked by deep snow, the plans were abandoned. At one stage, the deployment of French units was considered south of Trondheim, but this idea was also shelved. The Norwegian units were at their limit and General Ruge was obliged to give General Paget command of Gudbrandsdal from Dombås and Lesjaskog, including such Norwegian troops as were left in the fighting area as well as transport and supply units. Paget, however, who believed a German breakthrough could come at any time, found the Norwegians ‘unreliable’ and, as 2nd Division could only guarantee to provide ski-troops for reconnaissance and securing the flanks, preferred to solve the task at hand with his own soldiers.
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The railway station and depots at Åndalsnes were extensively damaged by German bombs. (Author’s collection)



At Dombås, Sickleforce had a minor respite. In general, the objective was now to hold the near approaches to Dombås, thus protecting the southern side of the bridgehead, while attempting to clear up the situation at Dovrefjell between Dombås and Oppdal and in the approaches to Østerdal, so as to maintain the northern side of the bridgehead. In Østerdal, the German motorised units, known as Gruppe Fischer after their C-in-C, Oberst Herrmann Fischer of IR 340, were attacking over Tynset and Røros against determined Norwegian resistance, which kept the Germans from launching supporting attacks across the mountains into Gudbrandsdal. In the evening of 29 April the spearhead of Gruppe Fischer stood on the south side of the demolished bridge at Dragset while the advance elements of the 181st Infantry Division, coming south from Trondheim, were at the other side. The next day, a temporary bridge was put in place and the connection between Oslo and Trondheim was secured.

In the early morning of the 26th, General Paget dispatched a signal to Lieutenant General Massy saying: ‘In view of the rate of enemy advance, arrangements to evacuate should be prepared if aerial superiority is not ensured forthwith.’ The overall picture for Sickleforce was intricate, but already at this stage, Paget concluded that his ‘troops could not endure for more than four days unless adequate air support was forthcoming’ and it might become necessary to extricate the forces and cut their losses, in spite of the effect this might have on Allied and Norwegian morale. When Brigadier Hogg, Captain Maxwell-Hyslop and the other base staff arrived, they found the damage to the town and docks at Åndalsnes shocking and, after having experienced the first day of air attacks, Hogg sent a signal that evening to the War Office that ‘unless the air situation could be remedied, the base would become unworkable.’114 The CoS had already instructed the Inter Service Planning Staff to collaborate with Massy to prepare for a withdrawal, however. Already deeply concerned over Festing’s ‘Not Satisfactory’ report of 00:12 on the 26th, this new signal just served to reinforce the dire picture. A modified attack on Trondheim, held by General Ironside to be necessary to avoid having to pull back, would take some ten days to prepare, according to the CoS, and was not feasible. General Massy was asked to come to the MCC in the evening of the 27th and report his views. These were grim indeed, based on the reports from Åndalsnes and Namsos. The committee ‘agreed that the evacuation was to take place’. Lieutenant Colonel Clarke, who had just returned to London from Norway, bringing first-hand accounts of the events to Ironside and the War Office, found himself in a Sunderland flyingboat heading back to Åndalsnes with detailed instructions for a complete evacuation.115

The French, concerned at the possible impending attack on France, were upset and accused the British of ‘not having carried out the orders of the Supreme War Council’. Gamelin came to London on the 26th and met with Prime Minister Chamberlain late in the evening and with the MCC the following morning. He had many suggestions, offering more French troops to stabilise the situation in Norway, but was eventually convinced by the British that nothing was possible in the existing situation. Reynaud and Daladier accepted this when they arrived later on the 27th for an impromptu Council, and the matter was for all practical purposes settled. The War Cabinet discussed a potential evacuation from central Norway on the 26th, 27th and 28th, each day with more sinister reports coming in and finally, after a strong recommendation from Massy in the late morning of the 28th, accepted that there was no alternative.116

Convoy TM1 arrived off western Norway on 27 April, having left Scapa Flow in the early morning of the 24th. It consisted of the freighters Delius, Dallington Court, Spanker and the tanker Loch Nagar, escorted by Afridi, Sikh, Mohawk, Witherington and Amazon. They were met by the Ju88s of KG 30 when entering Romsdalsfjorden through Julsundet at 13:45 and suffered several near misses, but no ship was hit. The bombing intensified as the convoy proceeded up the fjord. Lieutenant Commander Nigel Roper of Amazon estimated that ‘not less than thirty aircraft’ dropped some 150 to 200 heavy bombs. At 15:55, Loch Nagar and Amazon departed for Molde while the rest of the convoy continued to creep up the fjord at seven knots, under continuous air attacks.117 The transport Delius suffered a particularly close miss, sending shrapnel all over her deck, but none of the ships was seriously harmed and they reached Åndalsnes at 18:20. Only one ship could be unloaded at a time and it was decided, based on orders from the Admiralty, that Afridi should take Dallington Court and Spanker down the fjord again, while Delius was taken alongside the concrete quay. She had to leave by 05:00, however, to be out of harm’s way by morning – having unloaded only about one-third of her cargo, including two 3.7-inch A/A guns with ammunition, some lorries and a quantity of stores and petrol.

It was broad daylight when Delius headed down the fjord, escorted by Amazon and Sikh, and the Luftwaffe was not long in appearing – first a few reconnaissance aircraft, then the main force just after 10:00. Dallington Court and Spanker also appeared, escorted by Afridi, Mohawk and Witherington, and the convoy headed offshore.118 The German aircraft followed the convoy closely all day, continuously bombing and strafing. In particular, Delius received ample attention, suffering damage to her hull through numerous near misses and taking water through a number of leaks. By nightfall, the crew of Delius made it clear they would refuse to return once more to the fjord. It was accepted by the Admiralty that it was an unnecessary risk now that the decision had been taken to commence the evacuation, and the convoy received orders to steer for Scapa Flow, where it arrived in the morning of 30 April, almost as fully laden as it had departed.119

Following the arrival of the British warships and transports in the fjords of western Norway, there had been a constant fear of German submarines. As it turned out, the actual threat from the U-boats was limited, but to establish a systematic Anti-Submarine (A/S) defence several trawler groups were sent to all three landing regions of the Norwegian campaign. These ships were either converted from existing fishing vessels, or commandeered and rebuilt directly from the dockyard to remedy the acute need for escort and anti-submarine vessels. Many of the original crews were kept onboard, supplemented by regular or volunteer navy personnel. Built for harsh conditions in northern waters, the ships were fairly large, typically five hundred tons, and with alterations there were mess-decks and wardrooms where before there had been refrigerators and workrooms. They were not built for speed or manoeuvrability though, and few of the trawlers could do over fifteen knots. In terms of weapons, an old naval gun, typically 4-inch, was usually mounted forward as well as an Oerlikon and a pair of twin Lewis guns aft. For antisubmarine warfare, they were fitted with plenty of depth charges and asdic equipment. The latter was housed in a streamlined dome protruding from the bottom of the ship: efficient against U-boats, but vulnerable in shallow coastal waters.

The plan for the trawlers was to set up patrols and sweep ahead of the supply convoys, together with the Norwegian naval vessels already operating in the fjords. Instead, their main tasks soon became ferrying troops and stores between the transports and shore and to act as communication vessels within the fjords. No sooner had they arrived, however, than they became opportune targets for the German bombers. Constantly subjected to air attacks, they had to seek shelter under cliffs and overhangs along the fjord, limiting their operations to the dwindling hours of darkness. The main gun on most trawlers was largely useless against aircraft as it did not have a high-angle (HA) mounting and the Oerlikon pom-pom and Lewis guns were purely defensive. The Oerlikons kept the aircraft above a thousand feet most of the time, but forcing the aircraft high reduced the effect of the Lewis guns, which in addition were hampered by the absence of tracer ammunition. Lacking the agility of other naval vessels and being vulnerable to damage from bombs exploding closer than twenty-five metres off beam or stern, the A/S trawlers were basically not suited for the conditions prevailing in the Norwegian fjords. Seven of them were eventually lost in Romsdalsfjorden through air attacks between 25 and 30 April.120

In the early morning of 22 April, 22nd A/S Group – consisting of the trawlers Warwickshire, Hammond, Larwood, Bradman and Jardine under the command of Commander Cleeves in Warwickshire – arrived in Romsdalsfjorden. They were immediately attacked by German aircraft, Hammond suffering four casualties from strafing, including her skipper, McKay. The following day Captain Harrison-Wallace also arrived, taking command of the trawlers in his capacity as extended defence officer (XDO). A system of anti-submarine patrols was set up off Molde and in the approaches to Åndalsnes, whereby it was agreed that the trawlers could seek shelter under high land if attacked during the day, maintaining a watch on the fjord and patrol during twilight and dark hours.121

Two days later, in the morning of 25 April, disaster struck. Bradman and Hammond were caught by German aircraft under a cloudless sky and both were sunk within an hour. At noon, Jardine reported damage to hull and machinery, taking water from a series of near misses. She limped into Molde for temporary repairs and later hauled off to a hiding place in the fjord while the crew continued to patch her up. She was found and attacked again, though, and the wreck of Jardine was eventually towed into the fjord and sunk by Northern Pride some days later. On the 27th, Larwood’s hiding place was found and she was heavily bombed and machine-gunned. Skipper P Quinlan stranded his fiercely burning ship to save the crew, and by evening the trawler was a total wreck. The last ship of the 22nd A/S Group, Warwickshire, was bombed during the 29th and sunk by her own crew just after midnight, two depth charges being set to explode as she sank. Captain Harrison-Wallace had no other choice than to decide that all daylight missions by the trawlers should cease.122
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The trawler Bradman after being caught in the open by German bombers. (E Skjold collection)



At midday on the 27th, the trawlers Stella Capella, Cape Argona and Cape Chelyuskin, of the 12th A/S Group under Lieutenant Commander Case, arrived from Skjelfjorden with the petrol tanker Ronan. She had been taken via Namsos to Skjelfjorden, where she was not needed and ordered to proceed to Åndalsnes. Captain Harrison-Wallace ordered the trawlers to take shelter during daylight. Two days later, on the 29th, Cape Chelyuskin was discovered by the aircraft and given the full treatment. Some twenty bombs falling close to the trawler broke her adrift and she eventually sank early next morning. The crew was onshore for the day and casualties were few. Before she sank, Sub-Lieutenant Roach and some volunteers reboarded to make sure the asdic gear was thoroughly destroyed.123

At 05:45 on the 28th, the trawlers Cape Siretoko, Argyllshire, Northern Pride and Wistaria of the 11th A/S Striking Force arrived off Molde under the command of Lieutenant Talbot of Cape Siretoko. Onboard the latter was also Commander Howard-Johnston of the newly established Anti-Submarine Patrol (Norway), assigned to assist Denny and Harrison-Wallace. When the air-raid alarm sounded at 06:45 the trawlers got underway, followed by a signal from Captain Harrison-Wallace to scatter, stay close to high land and not to return until after dark. Numerous bombing attacks followed from groups of three or four aircraft, usually from 1,200–1,500 metres, showing the unwillingness of the German pilots to take risks when facing determined A/A fire. By 10:45, no serious damage had yet been sustained by any of the trawlers, in spite of several near misses, when seven bombers appeared, singling out Cape Siretoko. Lieutenant Talbot wrote:


Aircraft attacked from three directions at the same time, diving low to a height of 600–1,000 feet and attacking with machine guns and bombs. At 11:00 one heavy bomb fell close under the port quarter, springing the plate on the port side and the vessel commenced to list heavily to port. The Asdic Bridge had already suffered severely, making it necessary to con the ship from the Lower Bridge and Lewis Gun positions. All lighting had failed. The Oerlikon gun had been continually in action. Sub Lt. D.M. Edwards RNR and Seaman H.M. Christopher manning the gun, while Able Seaman J.P. Gerrard refilled magazines. It may be noted that this gun is without protection of any sort. At approximately 11:15 direct hits were obtained on the fuselage of one dive-bombing enemy aircraft, which was observed to crash on the hillside of Julsundfjord, where it burned out … Rockets were fired from the break of the forecastle as rapidly as possible in an effort to prevent further dive bombing. At 11:30 the ship was straddled by a salvo of four heavy bombs. The list was increased; water was by now lapping the port gun-whale. As it was obvious that she was settling down rapidly, it was decided to beach the ship in order if possible to save life and material. At 11:45 the ship was run into shallow water at the head of Mordalsvågen Bay [West of Molde], where she came to rest in about 3½ fathoms. The Chief Engineman, James Logan, continued to stand by his engine up to the last moment, in spite of the fact that the water was up to his waist and all lighting had failed.124



After this, the remaining trawlers were put under the command of Commander Howard-Johnston and, trying to maintain a nominal anti-submarine patrol at night, used to assist in the evacuation. The last remaining vessels (Northern Pride, Argyllshire, Wistaria, Cape Argona and Stella Capella – all more or less damaged) were eventually instructed to pick up any stragglers they could find in the fjord after the warships had left and return independently to Scapa Flow.125

On 21 April, the Norwegian Naval Command (SOK), including Admiral Henry Diesen, arrived in Molde from their temporary headquarters in Gudbrandsdal to try to reestablish a naval infrastructure. This was to be easier said than done, partly as the constant bombing made any administrative work on land difficult, and partly as the few RNN ships in the fjord already co-operated as best they could with the British and did not need another layer of command.126

King Haakon, Crown Prince Olav and most of the government arrived in groups at Molde during the 23rd. For security reasons, their arrival was kept secret and they were spread out to take residence in several buildings around the town. King Haakon and Prince Olav were billeted at Glomstua, outside the town centre, where there was a large wooded area where they could seek shelter if the German bombers came too close. This was during the period when Molde was most intensively bombed, and the king and crown prince had to spend many hours in the woods, to be out of harm’s way.

The members of the government were also spread out in the outskirts of the town for security reasons, but during the evenings or early mornings they met in the small Knausen Hotel, the dining room of which became an improvised ‘Parliament’ during that hectic week in late April. Meetings were also held with the British commanders in Romsdalsfjorden – the opinions of the Norwegian government on how the war should be run were made clear and forwarded to the War Cabinet and the Ministère Défense National et de la Guerre.
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King Haakon and Crown Prince Olav seeking shelter in the woods outside Molde during German air attacks. (Scanpix)



On the 25th, the British Minister Dormer and the French Minister de Dampierre were asked to come to Molde from Lesjasverk, where they had taken refuge, to meet with the government. While waiting for transport from Åndalsnes to Molde, Dormer met General Paget, just recently arrived from Britain. Among other things, Paget told the minister that there would be no attack on Trondheim. Hence, it was very awkward for Dormer the next day when he met Nygaardsvold, Koht, Ljungberg and Lie, as they were ‘comparatively cheerful’, believing that the Allies were still planning to retake that city as a first step in throwing the Germans out. The Norwegians argued for a swift Allied offensive to recapture Trondheim and secure Allied and Norwegian control of central Norway.
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Prime Minister Johan Nygaardsvold at Molde. (Scanpix)



Prime Minister Nygaardsvold wrote:


On Friday 26th the government met with the British and French ministers regarding the general situation. We requested firmly that the Allies should attempt to recapture Trondheim, arguing that this would give access to airfields, and areas where new ones could be built up, which would change the whole tactical situation. In our opinion, there was urgency to this operation, as every day of delay meant that the Germans strengthened their position.127



Dormer and de Dampierre agreed to convey the Norwegian viewpoints to their politicians and staff officers, but they both knew that this would have no effect whatsoever. The Allied strategies had been inequitably decided behind closed doors in the War Cabinet.128

On Saturday 27 April, the German-controlled radio in Oslo proclaimed that there now was a state of war between Norway and Germany. ‘The statement at first created laughter,’ wrote Trygve Lie, ‘but later also some anxiety, as we asked ourselves: If it up to this point had not been a proper war, according to the Germans, what were we to expect …?’129

If nothing else, the bombing continued on a massive scale, and on the 28th, an anonymous sender at the base in Åndalsnes compiled a short but telling signal to Scapa Flow through the naval W/T network: ‘Help Molde. Help us.’130





— 6 —

Namsos – Mauriceforce

Four Feet of Snow

THE NORTHERN ARM OF the pincer aiming at Trondheim required landings at Namsos, some 120 kilometres to the north.1 With a population of only four thousand, the harbour facilities at this site were limited to a stone railway quay and two wooden wharves built to accommodate the export of timber, the raison d’être for the whole community, but there were good anchorage facilities nearby. Connection to the open sea was through a narrow, twenty-five-kilometre fjord.

Namsos was connected to Trondheim by a railway via Grong and Snåsa as well as two roads – the better (and shorter) one leading southwards via Steinkjær, but crossing Namsfjorden by the long and vulnerable three-span Bangsund bridge, two kilometres east of the harbour. The area was remote, and there were few facilities or buildings along either the railway or the roads except for a number of small farms.

The Norwegian naval presence at Namsos was limited. The only Norwegian naval ship in the region was the auxiliary Heilhorn.2 Other ships were commandeered as required over the weeks to come for transportation, unloading of the Allied transport ships and special missions. Kaptein Schrøder-Nielsen, ex-captain of the minelayer Frøya, served as harbour and transport commander at Namsos during Operation Mauriceforce. He and his men toiled throughout the expedition, unloading the Allied transports, guarding the depots and, in the later phase, assisting the evacuation.

On land, the Norwegian forces consisted of Distriktskommando Trøndelag under Generalmajor Jacob Laurantzon. When the German ships slipped past Agdenes Fort at the entrance to Trondheimsfjorden during the morning of 9 April, Laurantzon lost all chance of defending Trondheim city and Værnes airfield. Infantry Regiment 12 (IR 12) and Artillery Regiment 3 (AR 3) had their barracks and depots inside the city and were overrun by the Gebirgsjägers before mobilisation could be contemplated. Generalmajor Laurantzon left Trondheim as the Germans arrived; heading for the Steinkjærsannan barracks, where he started organising what was left of his forces.

By chance, Dragoon Regiment 3 (DR 3) under Oberst Andreas Wettre had been called for the Neutrality Watch, independent of the German invasion. Assembly had started during 8 April at Rinleiret barracks, between Trondheim and Steinkjær, and, on the 11th, seventy-five officers and almost a thousand of other ranks were ready to go to war.3 Further north, at Steinkjærsannan, 2nd Battalion of Infantry Regiment 13 (II/IR 13) had been gathered during the first week of April to replace 1st Battalion, which had served its time on the Neutrality Watch at Narvik. II/IR 13 under Major Kolbjørn Knudsen consisted of fifty-six officers and some 720 other ranks. It was only sparingly equipped though, to travel as light as possible, and lacked most field equipment like tents, ovens, cooking utensils and skis, as this would all be issued upon arrival at Narvik. Worse still, the battalion had only about two hundred rounds per rifle, 8,400 rounds per machine gun and fewer than a hundred bombs for their two mortars.

At Værnes, east of Trondheim, around fifty men were left behind to defend the airfield when the eight reconnaissance aircraft, which had no combat value, retreated inland in the early hours of the 9th. The young Norwegians put up a spirited defence, using their three A/A machine guns effectively, and several groups of Ju52s attempting to land were forced away during the day. In the morning of the 10th, four hundred heavily armed Gebirgsjägers arrived and the Norwegians, low on ammunition, withdrew following instructions from General Laurantzon. No attempts were made to destroy runways or buildings.

During the 11th, a Norwegian defence line was established north and east of Steinkjær, outside the range of the guns of the German destroyers that had been left behind in Trondheim. II/IR 13 was deployed on the north-western side of Lake Snåsavatn, DR 3 on the south-eastern side, blocking all roads and railways northwards. To prevent the roads from becoming quagmires of mud in the approaching thaw, all civilian use of cars in the region was forbidden. At Verdalsøra, the southernmost Norwegian outpost, the railway bridge was demolished while the nearby road bridge was blocked and made ready for demolition but left standing, guarded by a mechanised machine-gun unit from DR 3. In all, some two thousand Norwegian soldiers were under arms in Trøndelag a few days after the invasion. During 14 April, it was agreed with General Fleischer in Harstad that 1st Battalion of Infantry Regiment 14 (I/IR 14) under Major Halfdan Sundlo should move south from Mosjøen as soon as possible. This would add another thousand well-equipped and comparatively well-trained men to those of II/IR 13 and DR 3.4

On 17 April, the C-in-C of IR 13, Oberst Ole Getz, took command of all units in Trøndelag, from that day forward known as 5th Brigade. General Laurantzon officially focused on liaising with the Allies, but in reality stepped down from command. His health was deteriorating and he was not up to the demands of a modern war, adopting a passive attitude towards the events – by 27 April, things had worsened and he withdrew completely with a doctor’s sick note.5

*   *   *
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Oberst Getz (centre) (Imperial War Museum HU104699)
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In the afternoon of 11 April, Vice Admiral Cunningham with Devonshire, Berwick and the destroyers Inglefield, Imogen, Isis and Ilex were detached from the Home Fleet on orders from the Admiralty to search the Norwegian fjords from Trondheim northwards. The cruisers remained offshore while the destroyers went into the leads. Inglefield and Imogen went southwards, while Isis and Ilex went into Frohavet. Finding nothing, the latter proceeded towards Trondheim. There they drew fire from Brettingen Fort, by now occupied by German gunners. However, they did not handle their new guns well and Isis and Ilex extricated themselves at high speed under a smokescreen without sustaining any damage. After reporting the incident to Cunningham, Isis and Ilex continued northwards and reported that Namsfjorden and Namsos were clear of shipping, before the destroyers rejoined the cruisers towards nightfall. It was only the batteries at Brettingen that opened fire as Hysnes and Hambåra Forts were still not operational. The shooting was irregular and not very accurate, but the mere fact that fire was opened brought about some significant changes in the dispositions of the Home Fleet, which was to have profound effects on the subsequent campaign (see Chapter 3).

At dawn on the 12th, Isis and Imogen were sent into the leads again near Kya Lighthouse. No Germans were found, but Isis encountered the Norwegian armed fishery surveillance vessel Nordkapp near Dønna and learned that she had sunk the German tanker Kattegat two days earlier.6 The destroyers rejoined the cruisers off Mo and the force rejoined the Home Fleet at 09:30 on the 13th off the Lofoten Islands. Vice Admiral Cunningham reported the Namsos area clear of German forces late on the 12th.7

At 06:45 the next morning, Captain Pegram of the cruiser Glasgow was ordered to prepare a landing party of some 350 Royal Marines and armed seaman from the ships under his command and disembark them at Namsos to verify that landing facilities were adequate and ensure an unopposed landing for a larger force. These preparatory landings were to be known as Operation Henry. Glasgow, Sheffield and the destroyers Somali, Mashona and Matabele of the 6th Flotilla and Afridi, Sikh and Mohawk of the 4th Flotilla had been operating in the area around Stadlandet and Ålesund, searching for German warships since 12 April. Nothing had been found and now the ships were ordered north. Captain Pegram intended to carry out his orders at dawn on the 14th, but as the destroyers remained at Molde during the night (contrary to orders), the landing was delayed until dusk.

Shortly after 20:00, Mashona and Matabele came alongside the cruisers and eighteen officers and 341 seamen and ‘leathernecks’ of the Royal Marines, led by Captain Edds of Sheffield, embarked to be landed at Namsos.8 Half an hour later, the marines were disembarked without incident. The landing party carried ample demolition gear to destroy the wharves and bridges, if necessary, as well as extra rifles and ammunition to supply Norwegian volunteers in the area.9

Earlier in the day, ‘No. 10 Military Mission’ – consisting of six men from Military Intelligence Research (MIR) led by Captain Peter Fleming – had flown from Shetland in a Sunderland flyingboat to reconnoitre the area and prepare for the arrival of the sailors. Besides Fleming, the group consisted of Captain Martin Lindsay, two young officers who both spoke Norwegian and two signals-sergeants. Arriving over Namsos, the Sunderland cruised low over the city, but they saw nothing that indicated the Germans had arrived. To be sure, the Sunderland landed in a creek near Bangsund a few kilometres to the south. Here, a rowing boat came out to meet them and the local Norwegian official onboard confirmed that there were no Germans in the area. Seaplanes from Trondheim used to come over several times every day, however, but on this day no He115s had been seen.
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The British destroyer Mashona. (Author’s collection)



Satisfied they had arrived in time, Fleming and the rest of the men headed for Namsos in the Sunderland while Lindsay found a car and went overland. Confident they were safe, the British established themselves at the Grand Hotel, where they discovered their W/T set could not transmit, but only receive incoming signals. Before much could be done about that, Somali berthed at the pier, landing a small party of sailors, followed shortly after by Mashona and Matabele, disembarking Captain Edds and his marines.

Contrary to the advice of Peter Fleming, who held there was no risk of German attacks, Edds wished to have his men outside the town and deployed half of his party in positions east of Namsos and the other half south, near the village of Bangsund. During the night, Sheffield and Glasgow along with Afridi, Sikh, Mashona and Mohawk retreated to Kroken, a dozen miles off Namsos, securing the entrance to the fjord while Captain Nicholson was ordered to stay at Namsos with Somali.

At 02:45 on the 15th Captain Fleming, after having talked to Kaptein Toralf Langlie who had been sent by General Laurantzon to welcome the British and find out what their plans were, got through with a signal to the Admiralty that did not bode well for the incoming expedition:


Norwegian 5 Div HQ at Kvam reports at 2300/14 no enemy north of Hell. They estimate total enemy strength 1600. Norwegian strength uncertain. Train south from Namsos running to Verdal today … Namsos reconnoitred daily by enemy aircraft. Both Namsos and Bangsund being snow covered, partly evacuated and very small, offer no concealment for considerable force. Local deployment impossible owing to four feet snow before proceeding on sparsely populated wooded country. Some motor transport available, no detail yet, rolling stock on single track railway. Southward movement of any force much larger than one battalion must be slow and conspicuous from air. Namsos at present short of fresh water.10



Next morning, Captain Nicholson, having conferred with Captains Fleming and Lindsay, reported from Somali that the harbour had inadequate landing and accommodation facilities and that the surrounding area was covered in deep snow. He considered it impossible to deal with more than one transport at a time and considered the risk of an air attack to be grave. Nicholson advised that the troops should be transferred, if possible, to destroyers somewhere else and brought in at speed. German reconnaissance aircraft were continuously overhead and disembarkation should only take place during nighttime.

At dawn on the 15th, the cruisers proceeded offshore, while Somali withdrew to the entrance of the fjord, partly to use the ship’s radio as a W/T link with shore, partly to wait for the arrival of the commander of the main force, General Carton de Wiart. Before that, however, a German reconnaissance aircraft appeared at 04:30, after which Somali was subjected to numerous air attacks during the day.11

Utilising the unopposed landing of the naval party in Namsos on the 14th, Churchill wished to reinforce them as soon as possible. Rather than wait for the designated 148th Brigade still at Rosyth, he had the MCC’s approval that same night to divert the 146th Brigade embarked in the transports Chrobry and Empress of Australia, already at sea in convoy NP1, heading for Narvik (see Chapters 3 and 10). The 146th Brigade consisted of the 4th Battalion of the Lincolnshire Regiment (Lieutenant Colonel Newton), the Hallamshire Battalion of the York and Lancaster Regiment (Lieutenant Colonel Roberts) and the 1/4th Battalion of the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry (Lieutenant Colonel Hibbert) accompanied by one section of the 55th Field Company, Royal Engineers (Captain Godfrey). In all some 2,200 men.
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The British troopship Empress of Australia. (M Sellick collection)



Orders were received for the transports to depart the convoy and reach Namsos at dusk on 15 April. Vice Admiral Layton of the 18th Cruiser Squadron chose to follow with Manchester, Cairo, Birmingham, Vanoc, Highlander and Whirlwind, while the remaining convoy continued northwards.12 The C-in-C of the 146th Brigade, Brigadier Charles Phillips, had for various reasons embarked on the Batory and ended up in Harstad, from where he had to hitch a ride back to his troops.13

Based on Captain Nicholson’s advice, the Admiralty ordered the troops to transfer onto destroyers at Lillesjona, an anchorage one hundred miles to the north, where German aircraft were believed less likely to venture, even if this would delay the landings. Layton had not been enthusiastic over the prospect of taking his cruisers and the large transports inshore, and welcomed the change of plan.14

On 14 April, Major General Adrian Carton de Wiart was appointed commander of the North-Western Expeditionary Force. Wounded repeatedly during WWI, he wore a Victoria Cross on his chest, had an empty sleeve and wore an eye patch under the brim of his slanted cap. Wiart was a charismatic person, but also intimidating and no easy man to satisfy. Earlier in this war, he had been head of the British military mission to Poland, narrowly escaping the advancing German and Russian armies. When, after a period of idleness upon his return to Britain, he was told to report to the War Office, he suspected it meant Norway, ‘especially as I had never been there and knew nothing about it,’ he wrote, adding: ‘Norway it was and I was ordered to go there immediately …,’15 Wiart’s personal courage had already been proven beyond doubt, now his pragmatism and adaptability to a different kind of war were to be equally tested. His orders included a message from the CIGS:


Capture of Trondheim considered essential. Plan proposed is as follows: Intend landing 600 marines at Åndalsnes 17th April, to be reinforced, if possible, at earliest opportunity. Propose you should exploit from Namsos, while force from Åndalsnes will also threaten Trondheim in conjunction with Norwegian forces. Meanwhile, combined operation for direct attack on Trondheim will be developed to take advantage of your pressure … only troops available for reinforcing Åndalsnes are Morgan’s brigade.16
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Major General Adrian Carton de Wiart (left) and Captain Ford. (Imperial War Museum N68)



Upholding expedience, it was decided to send General Wiart to Namsos in a flyingboat on the afternoon of the 15th. The Sunderland, flown by Flight Lieutenant Skey of 228 Squadron, appeared over Somali waiting at the mouth of Namsfjorden at 16:40, landing just as a flight of Ju88s attacked the destroyer. Lieutenant Skey moved skilfully at high speed on the water whenever the Junkers attempted to strafe his flyingboat and the gunners kept the German aircraft at a distance, supported by Somali. Still, it would be an hour and a half before things quietened down sufficiently for Captain Nicholson to decide it was safe to stop and lower a boat to pick up the general. Lieutenant Elliot, Wiart’s only staff officer, was wounded and returned to Invergordon in the Sunderland, but Wiart was unhurt and transferred to Somali. To replace the wounded Elliot, Captains Fleming and Lindsay agreed to act as staff for the general – an arrangement that, according to Wiart, worked well in the days to come.

Finally, having embarked the general, Captain Nicholson took Somali to sea at 18:15. There was still a He115 seaplane overhead (referred to as ‘Faithful Freddie’ by the ship’s company), and he did not wish to be seen going towards Namsos. At nightfall, when the He115 departed, the ship’s course was corrected under cover of darkness. Somali moored at Namsos jetty at 22:00 and General Wiart called a conference onboard the destroyer with Captain Nicholson, Captain Edds, Captain Lindsay and other officers of the military and naval staffs to co-ordinate the landing of the soldiers. Wiart concluded right away that landing troops from the troopships was not feasible due to the German air activity. He therefore wished to return to Lillesjona and oversee the transfer of his forces by destroyers to Namsos during the following two days and nights. In the ensuing discussions it was agreed that the troops would have to leave Namsos as fast as they arrived, in order not to be observed by the aircraft, and dispersed at Grong, Bangsund and other places – including one company to secure the bridge east of the town. The Norwegian forces were mainly between Steinkjær and Grong for the time being and the Germans further south at Stjørdal, close to Trondheim. Food and other supplies were scarce in the countryside and everything except water would have to be brought from Namsos. The local Norwegians appeared largely shocked by the events and were of little use, according to Lindsay and Edds.

Shortly after midnight, the shore party left the ship; Somali, with General Wiart still onboard, headed for Lillesjona. En route, he sent a signal to General Ironside in London outlining his plans, but warned that, based on increased air activity, the Germans probably suspected a landing. The signal concluded: ‘Concealment of troops by day is very difficult. There is little cover and still a great deal of snow. If it is essential to advance. The sooner, the better.’17

Bombing at Leisure

Mashona and Matabele came to assist Layton’s convoy on its arrival, while Captain Pegram – with Glasgow, Sheffield, Afridi, Sikh and Mohawk – waited near Kya Lighthouse before falling in at 13:30 on the 15th. Mohawk was so short of fuel at this stage that she was sent to Sullom Voe to refuel. Admiral Layton kept the convoy offshore until dusk on the 15th, to avoid being observed from the air, and dropped anchor at Lillesjona towards dawn on the 16th. During the morning General Wiart arrived from Namsos in Somali and embarked on Manchester for a conference with Admiral Layton. Meanwhile the A/A cruiser Curlew joined the company, while Glasgow and Sheffield were sent south to cover the entrance to Namsos. As Somali had expended all her A/A ammunition during the encounters with the German aircraft the previous day and was very low in fuel, she was ordered to head for Scapa Flow. Before she sailed, Wiart had his gear transferred to Afridi.18

The remaining destroyers were instructed to refuel from the oiler War Pindari, which arrived during the morning, escorted by Nubian and Fortune. While alongside, the first aircraft arrived. Tense moments ensued but the reconnaissance machine headed off without attempting to attack. By late morning, the Tribals were topped up and Afridi, Sikh, Matabele, Mashona and Nubian then went alongside the transports to transfer most of the men onboard Chrobry and part of those onboard Empress of Australia. By midday on the 16th the Lincolnshire and the Hallamshire Battalions were onboard the destroyers. Just as they were ready to head for Namsos, the Luftwaffe arrived again in the shape of half a dozen Heinkels. The destroyers cast off and did their best to defend the transports while they took to sea. No ships were hit, but Afridi had her forepeak perforated by shrapnel. The aircraft, although few in number, impeded the transfer of further troops and made the British ships expend a large amount of A/A ammunition. By 13:45, still under attack, the Tribals turned towards Namsos at speed, packed with troops.19

The Lincolnshires and half the York and Lancasters were landed at Namsos while C and D Companies of the York and Lancasters disembarked at Bangsund, creating chaos in both places. Neither the destroyer personnel, nor the soldiers, had any training or experience in this kind of operation at night. Eventually, the disembarkation was completed and Sikh and Matabele carried off the majority of the Henry naval parties, taking them to their respective ships during the early hours of the 17th.20 In Brigadier Phillips’s absence, Lieutenant Colonel Newton of the Lincolnshire Regiment took temporary command ashore, moving as many as possible of the soldiers out of town, towards Grong and Steinkjær. Captain Lindsay followed the troops heading for Steinkjær while Captain Fleming went to Kvam to meet with General Laurantzon. Brigadier Phillips arrived from Harstad onboard Ardent during the 17th, by which time the town looked deserted, with stores and equipment out of sight of the German reconnaissance aircraft. General Wiart remained onboard Afridi, which stayed in the fjord. From there, he submitted a communication to London just before midnight:


Have brought 1000 men to Namsos today, and have to bring remainder of Phillips’s brigade tomorrow … Am occupying Grong, Bangsund and probably positions astride Beitstad Fjord, 25 miles south of Namsos. No fresh information of the enemy. Enemy aircraft still bombing at leisure’.21
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The anchorage at Lillesjona. The photo is taken across the stern of Chrobry. Empress of Australia is straight aft, the A/A cruiser Curlew is to the left in the picture, with one of the Tribal destroyers further beyond. (B Bratbak collection)



Ironside replied:


Well done. Capture Trondheim considered essential … Propose you should exploit from Namsos while force from Åndalsnes will also threaten Trondheim in conjunction with Norwegian forces. Meanwhile combined operation for direct attack on Trondheim will be timed to take advantage of your pressure.’22



At this stage, Wiart still believed an attack on Trondheim was imminent and that his forces were facilitating this. He wrote:


My orders were to take Trondheim whenever a naval attack took place. The date was unnamed, but I moved my troops up to Verdal and Steinkjær, from where I would lose no time in synchronising with the naval attack, when it came.



But also added:


I got a signal from the War Office saying that I was to be an Acting Lieutenant General, but as I felt in my bones the campaign was unlikely to be either long or successful, I did not bother to put up the badges of my new rank. The Norwegian coastline was lovely to look at, with the majesty of its rough mountains covered in snow, but from a fighting angle the view had no attraction for me, as obviously in this type of country one would need very specialised troops … There were only about three hours of darkness and landing troops with the whole country under snow and a vigilant and attentive enemy was no easy matter.23



In the meantime, repeated air attacks at Lillesjona made conditions very tense and uncomfortable for the troops. Rather than wait for the return of the destroyers to transfer the remaining battalion, Admiral Layton decided to gather the men, largely from the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry onboard Chrobry, and accept the risk of sending her in under escort. The Polish liner was faster and far more manoeuvrable than the Empress of Australia and there was no doubt which of the two ships was most suitable for the dash to Namsos. The transfer was accomplished, minus 170 tons of stores that remained onboard the Empress – which Admiral Layton decided should sail home, escorted by Birmingham, Vanoc and Whirlwind.24 The other ships stood offshore until dusk on the 17th, when Chrobry headed for Namsos, followed by Curlew, the five Tribals and Ardent, which had arrived with Brigadier Phillips from Harstad. The run up the fjord was uneventful and the soldiers disembarked during the night without interruption. Around 130 tons of equipment remained onboard Chrobry when she cast off in the morning, though, and after spending a day offshore, she returned the next evening, with Cairo and four destroyers, to complete the offloading.25

Meanwhile, the C-in-C Home Fleet ordered most ships off Norway to return home in preparation for Operation Hammer. Admiral Layton accordingly steered Manchester for Rosyth on the 19th, and Curlew, Matabele, Nubian and Afridi followed. Sikh and Mashona were ordered to take Chrobry home. Around midday a convenient snow squall allowed Afridi to go alongside Cairo, which had been to Skjelfjorden refuelling and would stay behind, transferring General Wiart and two Norwegian pilots to the cruiser before heading home. At 18:43, Nubian received orders to turn back and remain at Namsos for the time being.

Captain Pegram had stayed offshore with Glasgow and Sheffield after landing the naval parties for Operation Henry and detaching his destroyers from Admiral Layton. After having re-embarked his marines and sailors from the Tribals on the 17th, he headed south to assist York, Effingham, Calcutta and Ashanti in a search for five German destroyers, (falsely) reported by an aircraft off Stavanger. Finding nothing, all ships were ordered to Scapa Flow, where they arrived on the 19th.26

Transportation of the 146th Brigade out of Namsos depended on the single-track railway and whatever vehicles could be found with local, winter-experienced drivers. The snow was half a metre deep on flat ground and significantly more in drifts and by roadsides, making any off-road movement impossible for the British soldiers. Nevertheless, the inland advance was swift and unhindered at first. The main part of the brigade advanced along the east side of Beitstadfjorden towards Steinkjær, which was reached in the afternoon of the 18th. During the next day, the majority of the Lincolnshires deployed at Steinkjær and Vist, the Hallamshire at Beitstad and the KOYLI at Verdal-Stiklestad. The engineers of 55th Field Company went to Verdal, where they deployed in support of the Norwegian machine-gunners there. Force headquarters remained at Namsos. It appears that General Wiart’s strict orders to move only during night, to hide all traces and stay out of sight during daytime worked well and the Germans were largely unaware of the magnitude of the British landings at this stage.

The Territorials landing at Namsos were totally inexperienced in any form of warfare. They did not have anything like proper equipment or training for the tasks ahead. In addition, the unloading of equipment was a shambles – indeed, much of it had been left behind in the UK or been lost due to the hurried and mismanaged departure augmented by multiple diversions.27 They had maps covering the Narvik area but not Trondheim. They had some mortars and bombs but no sights, telephones but no exchanges, and absolutely no motor transport, anti-aircraft guns or artillery. It was a poor way to start a war. Wiart summarised in his report: ‘Many had hardly fired a rifle and very few actually knew the Bren. Only a few demonstration rounds had been fired with the 3-inch mortar and their own mortars were only received a day or two before sailing. None of our men could use or were equipped with snow shoes or skis.’28

For reasons difficult to comprehend fully, the British officers in command of the expeditionary force almost uniformly saw limited advantage from co-operating with the Norwegian forces in the area – in spite of their local knowledge and experience of terrain and climate. Captain Edds stated in his report that the Norwegian officers he met ‘had little knowledge of the situation’ and, though eager to ‘do something’, were of doubtful value in the field and ‘rather averse to becoming actively engaged’.29 This opinion was certainly conveyed to Fleming and Lindsay as well as to Wiart and could well have been influential in shaping later events.

Captain Fleming, who had been briefed by Kaptein Langlie in Namsos on 14 April, arrived at the Norwegian headquarters at Kvam in the morning of 17 April, accompanied by his two signals-sergeants. General Laurantzon welcomed them and informed them of the disposition of the Norwegian troops and their condition, underlining that they were armed with rifles and machine guns, but were low on ammunition and without artillery. To Laurantzon’s surprise, the only action he was asked to take was to abandon the road-blocks established on the roads north of Kvam and to send some small units of ski-troops to harass the Germans in the vicinity of Hell, a village some twenty-five kilometres east of Trondheim. The sergeants were left at the Norwegian headquarters to assist with telephone communication, but no other arrangements were agreed.30

It did not improve the situation much that Oberst Getz, to his bewilderment, was told by Brigadier Phillips, when they met on the 18th, that he saw no need for co-operation with the Norwegians in the near future, except for a few ski units as scouts. Phillips did not inform the Norwegian oberst of Allied plans or dispositions, other than that they would advance beyond Steinkjær as soon as possible; he asked the Norwegians to stay off the roads and secure the eastern flank of the British advance. Getz later wrote:


I then asked what heavy weapons his forces had and was, to my astonishment, informed that they had none. Neither artillery nor air support. One is reluctant to advise a British general, but I felt obliged to inform him that that I had pulled the Norwegian forces away from the fjord as we lacked these weapons ourselves and the German warships controlled the whole line of advance, either directly or indirectly through landings. Sufficient heavy artillery and aircraft would have to be made available before I would send my forces down there – or the German warships neutralised. Brigadier Phillips held, however, that the advance would be carried out as planned and that no support from my forces would be necessary.31



Unfortunately, it appears that Getz overemphasised the fact that his soldiers were conscripts with limited training and little ammunition. Phillips obviously did not like what he heard and described the Norwegian soldiers as ‘inexperienced militia’, even if the difference in training and experience between them and most of the Territorials must have been nominal. The word ‘militia’ does not appear in Getz’s report of the meeting and does not match the oberst’s characterisation of his units in Norwegian, even if they were conscripts. There is thus a chilling possibility that this crucial and unfortunate misunderstanding originated in a language issue early on, before proper liaison had been established.

On the 20th, General Wiart arrived at Steinkjær and finally found the time to meet with Oberst Getz and Oberst Wettre at the Grand Hotel. On the agenda was the recapture of Trondheim. To the despair of the Norwegian officers, however, they were informed by Wiart, who undoubtedly had been briefed by Fleming and Phillips, that – except for some ski-troops required for scouting and flank protection – he intended to fight his own war. In addition to the thrust over Steinkjær, the forts at Agdenes would have to be attacked simultaneously from land and sea, Wiart said, but there was no intention of discussing any of this with the Norwegian officers, far less inform them of the Allied strength, plans or timetable. ‘Time was on his side,’ Wiart maintained, and there was no need for the Norwegians to become involved.

Not once after this meeting was any attempt made by the British C-in-C to meet or confer with his Norwegian counterparts again.32 In his final report, Wiart stated bluntly, without elaborating, that he had ‘lack of confidence in the Norwegians’, whom he considered ‘to be of little fighting value, continually sending erroneous reports and wild rumours’. In his autobiography Happy Odyssey there is a short chapter entitled ‘Unhappy Norwegian Campaign’ covering the events at Namsos. In this chapter, there is no mention of Oberst Getz and his soldiers at all, and one is left with the impression that the only Norwegians around were passive civilians.33

The reason for this extreme reserve, in spite of clear instructions from the War Office to ‘threaten Trondheim in conjunction with Norwegian forces’, is difficult to fathom. The fear of spies was pronounced, especially after the exaggerated reports of Quisling’s part in the German invasion, and it is possible that the arrest of four people for pro-German sympathies may have created an unwarranted fear of ‘quislings’ and renegades. No British or Norwegian report ever verified anything beyond these four cases, however, who were arrested for propaganda, and not espionage.

Lieutenant Sedden, liaison officer with the Norwegian 5th Brigade, left a report at General Wiart’s headquarters on 28 April, when he was about to return to Britain. There were, he wrote, some 3,300 Norwegians in the brigade, largely infantry and ski-squadrons: ‘militia recently called up’, not only short of officers and understaffed but with scant training. The report continued, however: ‘It is remarkable that they have organised and fought as well as they have. They had lately received British rifles and ammunition to replace their original 6.5-mm rifles, for which there was limited ammunition, as well as British Bren guns and French mortars.’34 The morale of the Norwegian soldiers had, in Sedden’s opinion, been underrated, for the Norwegians were now very keen – indeed, ‘some of the wilder elements had to be held back; they have undoubtedly got guts.’ The bombardment of their cities and machine-gunning of civilians had ‘roused’ the Norwegians and they were very bitter towards the Germans. With proper equipment and guns becoming available, Sedden argued, another two thousand men could be mustered, including transport companies and engineers.35 Many things would have been different had this report been available earlier and acted upon appropriately.

Overall, General Wiart and his troops were unprepared for the war they were asked to fight. ‘This was a campaign for which the book does not cater’, in Wiart’s own words. In addition, he remained uninformed of the situation at the other fronts and made his dispositions with a limited knowledge of the overall situation. Typically, it took several days after Operation Hammer had been cancelled before Wiart was informed and realised that he and his men faced the German northward advance alone.36

Meanwhile, a considerable effort was made to clear the port of Namsos for the arrival of the second wave of troops – the 5th Demi-Brigade of the French Chasseurs Alpins – scheduled to arrive in the evening of 19 April. The French Capitaine de Frégate Douget co-operated with the Norwegian Kaptein Schrøder-Nielsen and the British Captain Blake, divisional sea transport officer, creating a relatively efficient operation onshore – unloading and dispersing the equipment stores and soldiers, in spite of the pier being heavily battered by German bombers and much of the landed stores and ammunition being destroyed before it could be moved into safe storage.

Convoy FP1, which brought in the Chasseurs, consisted of the 10,000-ton transport Ville d’Oran and the smaller steamers El Kantara, El Djezaïr and El Mansour. The three battalions it carried – 13th, 53rd and 67th – were under the command of Général de Brigade Marie Emile Antoine Béthouart, while Général de Division Sylvestre-Gérard Audet was in overall command of the French forces, subordinate to General Wiart. The convoy sailed from the Clyde, escorted by the cruiser Emile Bertin and the destroyers Tartu, Epervier, Chevalier Paul and Maille Brézé under the command of Contre-amiral Louis Derrien. Repulse and her destroyers backed up the escort across the northern North Sea and parted company, heading for Narvik, with the troop transport Franconia at 15:00 on the 19th, when the convoy turned south-east for Kya Lighthouse. Shadowing German aircraft had been observed since around 12:30; the convoy was also tracked and reported by several U-boats.37

During the 19th, air attacks on the bridgehead increased and Cairo, still with General Wiart onboard, came out from Namsenfjorden to lead the way in when the French convoy arrived. It was expected that the transports would arrive at Namsos two at a time, but Contre-amiral Derrien insisted that all four should be taken in at once, despite the cramped conditions. Fortunately, most of the German aircraft sent to attack the convoy either got lost or turned back due to the poor weather. At 18:05, however, while closing the coast, the admiral’s flagship Emile Bertin was attacked by He111s from KG 26 and damaged by a near miss aft, as well as a second bomb that lodged itself into the stern without exploding. The French cruiser withdrew offshore with one destroyer, later heading for Scapa Flow.38


[image: ]

The French transports El Mansour (centre), El Kantara (left) and El Djezaïr (right). (Y Grangeon collection)



Captain McLaughlin of Cairo took charge of the convoy and headed for Namsenfjorden in haste. Further air attacks followed, but generally from fairly high up and the transports duly berthed at Namsos at 21:00 without further damage. McLaughlin wrote:


In the narrow entrance to Namsen Fiord Cairo stopped and transferred two Norwegian pilots to the transports ordered to berth first. The largest ship, the Ville d’Oran proceeded ahead and on emerging into the Namsen Fiord three aircraft were sighted ahead at 19:56. Cairo was still stopped recovering whaler, but immediately went ahead to cover ships. Attacking aircraft were engaged by Pom Pom, 0.5 machine gun and ‘A’ gun and by transports. One bomb dropped close to Ville d’Oran and she appeared to be out of control, but subsequently it was found that the only damage was the dynamo temporarily thrown off. One bomb whistled across Cairo’s forecastle and fell close to starboard, but did not explode. At least one aircraft was seen to be shot down.39



Cairo remained in the fjord, underway and at action stations. No further aircraft appeared, though, in spite of a clear, moonlit night and emptying the ships went smoothly. General Wiart was finally landed at Namsos by whaler, while four captured German airmen were taken onboard and secured below decks. Two officers and thirty-seven ratings, originally from Nelson and Valiant, who had landed as part of the vanguard during the evening of the 14th, also were embarked to be brought home.

By 02:30 the French soldiers had landed and the transports started to cast off, clearing the fjord by 04:10 accompanied by Cairo. Aircraft were observed overhead, but no attacks occurred. Trawlers of the 21st and 23rd A/S Striking Forces swept ahead of the convoy as it headed down the fjord, but turned back once it was clear. The three French destroyers joined the convoy offshore, while Nubian, which had shown up during the night, was ordered back towards Namsos in the afternoon.40

Général Béthouart’s Chasseurs were trained for winter warfare, and were well-equipped and supposedly experienced skiers. The French organisation of the transport convoys, however, had the slower supply ships in separate convoys from the faster passenger liners used for the troops: the idea being that they should arrive at their destination simultaneously. This required prudence and timing that was not possible at Namsos and the Chasseurs embarked largely with what equipment they could carry ashore themselves. The transport convoy with the heavy guns, stores, ammunition and other equipment was delayed out of Brest and would not arrive until the 26th. Some skis had been brought along by the Chasseurs, but without binding straps, making them useless. Without their mules as well, which they used with great skill for transport in difficult terrain, the Chasseurs found it hard to move off-road. Most vehicles had already been requisitioned by Norwegian and British units and few seemed to have considered co-ordinating the transport of the Chasseurs to the front.

The French soldiers dispersed outside the town of Namsos as soon as they landed, bivouacking in the terrain as best they could, to be out of harm’s way from the bombers. There was little time to transfer even the limited equipment they had brought along, as only two of the French ships could berth at the same time. Attempts to camouflage the stores were made, but the stacks of food and provisions were tall and could not be hidden from the observers onboard the German aircraft.

Unknown to the Allies, German intelligence could decipher the radio transmissions from the British ships reasonably well and intercepted signals from General Wiart to London, relayed via the radios of the naval ships in the area. Hence, they were well aware that something was going on at Namsos.41 In addition, Reuters News Agency reported in their newscast at 22:00 on the 19th that British soldiers had landed at Namsos.42 Furthermore, the signal from OKW issued on 19 April, signed by General Keitel, had specified Namsos as one of the coastal cities occupied by the Allies that should be annihilated regardless of the consequences for the civil population (see Chapter 5).

On the 18th and 19th, clouds had hampered German reconnaissance, but during the following night the weather cleared and at first light on the 20th an ominous high-level reconnaissance aircraft was sighted, just after the ships of convoy FP1 had cleared the fjord. A few hours later, the Ju88s of KG 30 and He111s of KGr 100 and KG 26 followed in full force. At first, the bombers dropped their load from high altitude, but once the pilots realised there was no dreaded A/A cruiser and hardly any guns ashore, they came in low, aiming for the harbour, the station and the railway junction. At midday there was a brief interlude and most civilians escaped from cellars and basements, carrying whatever valuables they could.

Around 13:00 the aircraft were back, stronger than ever, including aircraft from KG 4 diverted from the front in Gudbrandsdal. This time, the town itself was targeted and soon the centre of Namsos was an inferno. The wooden houses burned fiercely, as did the huge stores of timber; the local fire brigade could not cope. Water and electricity supplies were lost. Having dropped their loads, many of the aircraft stayed over the town centre strafing anything that moved. More than sixty aircraft were counted over the town that day and the bombing went on with only minor breaks until late afternoon. A large part of the French stores that had been landed over the previous days were destroyed, including ammunition. The population had for the most part managed to get out in time and there were only three civilian casualties, in addition to one Norwegian, one French and eight British soldiers. The British journalist Ralph Hewins wrote twenty-five years later:


I remember the constant bombing best and the feeling of hopelessness against the air attacks, against which we had no defence. There were a few anti aircraft guns, but no ammunition as the ship carrying it had been sunk on its way from England … We all wished for our own fighters to attack this constant menace above our heads, making even thinking virtually impossible.43
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Namsos burning on 20 April. (Author’s collection)



As in Romsdalsfjorden, trawlers were deployed for anti-U-boat patrols and screening of supply convoys going in and out of the fjord. At Namsos, the ships of 21st A/S Striking Force and the 23rd A/S Group arrived on 16 April.44 The first days were relatively quiet and, as further south, the trawlers were used extensively for ferrying troops and stores from the transports and various other activities beyond anti-submarine patrols. This changed dramatically on the 20th. With no large naval vessels present at the time, the trawlers, which had just arrived back from seeing convoy FP1 off, received the full attention of the Luftwaffe. Rutlandshire was steering down the fjord, away from Namsos when she was attacked repeatedly by He111s of KGr 100, led by Gruppenkommandeur Hauptmann Artur von Casimir. She managed to avoid the bombs for a while, but was eventually severely damaged by a near miss. Skipper John Wilson later narrated:


We had our Lewis guns and our high angle gun blazing at [the German aircraft] all the time, but the contest was the most unequal one imaginable, and we knew it was only a question of time before our number was up. A steady hail of bombs dropped around us, causing the water to spray up in gigantic fountains, and as soon as one of the formation – attacking us in waves from the stern – had unloosed its bombs another was there to take its place, each succeeding bomb closer to its target. Then came the bomb, which had our number upon it. It fell just under the stern, and its concussion was so great that the stern was lifted almost completely out of the water. As I lost my balance and staggered about drunkenly, my first thought was ‘God help those fellows in the engine room. It was bad enough above decks, but down below it must have been like nothing on earth.45
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Skipper John Wilson of Rutlandshire. (F Wilson collection).
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Gruppenkommandeur Hauptmann Artur von Casimir of KG 100. (Von Casimir via F Wilson)



The Norwegian pilot onboard Rutlandshire, Yngvar Ottesen, continued:


Wind and current pulled [us] more and more in a westerly direction, so we ran aground just beside the pole at Andsnesgrunnen. The stern of the ship was now below water and it was decided to put out the lifeboats and leave the sinking ship. It turned out, however, that both lifeboats were riddled with bullet holes and we had to swim towards land – a distance of 300 metres. We put on lifebelts and jumped into the water. We had the planes continually just above us, firing their machine guns at us while we were in the water. Two of the crew were hit, but not killed.46



The twenty-seven men from Rutlandshire sheltered in a small cabin at Andsnes before being taken care of by local Norwegians who brought them to their house further in at Otterøya and called a doctor to attend those wounded. Four men were taken to hospital before they and the rest were repatriated to Britain.

Nubian arrived back at Namsfjordenen at 21:30. Coming up the fjord, Commander Ravenhill observed from a distance ‘a red glare in the sky which was realised to be a big fire’. When the town came into view, ‘… the sight was remarkable. The whole place was a mass of flames from end to end and the glare on the snows of the surrounding mountains produced an unforgettable spectacle.’47

The first lieutenant, Lieutenant Commander Lampard, was sent ashore in one of the boats to get in touch with the forces onshore. Another officer took the other boat to have a look at jetties and wharves. Lampard returned with General Wiart, who told Ravenhill that it would not be possible to accept further ships at Namsos as:


… practically all the storehouses on the jetties had been destroyed and that, owing to the evacuation of the Norwegians, all his transport had disappeared. In consequence, any stores landed would be exposed to air attack and almost certain destruction before there was any hope of removing them; even troops might not be got to safety in time. The General considered that unless the Germans could be drastically restricted in their air activities within a very short time, the expedition was doomed.48



Early next morning, General Wiart reported through Nubian to the War Office: ‘Enemy aircraft have almost completely destroyed Namsos … At present impossible to land more men or material … I see little chance of carrying out decisive or, indeed, any operations, unless enemy air activity is considerably restricted.’49

In all, over two hundred of the five hundred houses in Namsos were totally destroyed, while most of the other three hundred were damaged in some way. The British principal sea transport officer, Captain Blake, had been killed and his assistant Lieutenant Commander Story had been wounded, hampering the organisation of future unloading and dispersal of stores and equipment. The usefulness of Namsos as a base had been considerably reduced. Nubian departed the town during the night, but stayed offshore.50

The Luftwaffe returned on the 21st, though less destructively than the day before. There was not much left to bomb in Namsos, so Grong, Snåsa and Steinkjær received their loads this time – from the Heinkels of KG 4 and the newly transferred II/KG 54.

In the fjord, the remaining ships were continuously under attack and in particular the sloop Auckland, just arrived from Romsdalsfjorden, received the attention of the bombers. At midday, it was decided to withdraw the trawlers to Skjelfjorden, and Nubian was ordered back to assist the hard-pressed Auckland, which had managed to slip into hiding in a narrow creek. Two days later, Auckland left, having spent practically all her ammunition.51

No airstrip existed in the area held by Allied troops at Namsos, no aircraft carrier was available, and there were no possibilities for Allied air support. A small force of Whitley bombers attempted on the nights of 22 and 23 April to bomb the German-operated airfield at Værnes-Trondheim but failed to locate the target on both occasions. In any case, only a proportion of the German aircraft came from the Trondheim area and most came from airfields closer to the German supply lines (Fornebu and Aalborg-Denmark). To increase the pressure on Namsos, the Stukas of 1./StG 1 were transferred to Trondheim from Stavanger.52 Later, the He111s of KGr 100 were transferred from Aalborg, both units operating from the frozen ice of Jonsvatnet, not far from Vaernes airfield.53 On 27 April, twelve 40-mm Bofors guns of the 166th Light A/A Battery arrived, improving the situation somewhat, but really far too late.54

The second group of French troops (convoy FP1A) arrived on the 21st onboard the 10.000-ton transport Ville d’Alger, escorted by Birmingham, Calcutta and two French destroyers. Due to the chaos after the day’s bombing, however, General Wiart refused to have her unloaded and she was ordered out to sea again, in spite of French attempts to persuade the British general. It appears that Wiart did not recognise the ships in the fjord as efficient A/A weapons and, already at this stage, he repeatedly told Commander Ravenhill of Nubian that unless ‘something was done about the air situation, evacuation might be necessary’. Ravenhill, on the other hand, felt his ‘rank and experience, compared to that of the general’, made it difficult for him to suggest more aggressive plans, wishing Vice Admiral Layton had stayed to represent the navy.55

The next day, 22 April, Nubian received orders to leave Namsos and departed at 12:30 for Scapa Flow. During the day, General Wiart modified his position, finally accepting that Ville d’Alger could be brought back in the evening by Calcutta. Shortly after, the 5.000-ton freighter Blackheath also arrived, escorted by Maori. Blackheath, loaded with three hundred vehicles and a hundred tons of various stores, was small enough to go alongside the wooden jetty, and prepared to unload her cargo. No organised working party was available, though, and by 02:30, when she had to leave to clear the fjord by daylight, only a small amount of ammunition and petrol had been landed. The troops onboard Ville d’Alger, too large to berth, had to disembark via Auckland and Maori and the French ship departed without landing its heavy stores – including skis, mules, antitank guns and an A/A battery.56

Returning at 21:30 the next night, Maori berthed on Blackheath, providing parties for working the holds. French soldiers were commandeered to clear the dumps on the jetty, but they left at midnight, leaving the men from Maori and Blackheath to clear the dumps themselves. Army officers at the wharf decided they did not need more than a few of the vehicles onboard because drivers were in short supply, but as these were stored above the equipment they wanted, the process of unloading the freighter was slow. Leaving the harbour at dawn on the second day, a party of seamen was left onboard to organise the holds as best they could, while men from Auckland were sent ashore to clear the jetty, especially moving petrol and ammunition as far away as possible. Heavy snowfall prevented German air activity that day and by midday order had been restored as best as could be among the ruins.
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The A/A cruiser Calcutta was bombed non-stop for twenty-one hours, experiencing eighty-seven near misses. (Left) The forward 2-pounder pom-pom. (Right) Bringing back the 6-inch empties. (E Skjold collection)



Returning to Namsos for a third time the following night, Blackheath was emptied of all the remaining stores that the army wanted, including eleven lorries, four staff cars and six motorcycles. It was discovered that none of these had any spare wheels, but this was remedied by cannibalising those left onboard. Maori and Blackheath cleared Namsos harbour at daylight on the 25th, setting course for Scapa Flow. Both naval and civilian crews and officers were tired but content at having performed a good job under difficult conditions with virtually no help from ashore. In particular Captain Reid of Blackheath was highly commended for manoeuvring his single-screw ship without help through difficult approaches and alongside the damaged jetty.57

Calcutta remained at Namsos until the 27th, when she was ordered to Åndalsnes to replace the damaged Curacoa. Admiral Forbes commented that the A/A ships themselves became priority targets for the bombers, and the eventual protection they could give to the forces ashore was limited compared to their expenditure of ammunition.58

Rabbits in the Snow

At the beginning of April, the inner part of Trondheimsfjorden was covered in ice. This started to break up around the time that the British forces deployed southwards and trawlers, auxiliaries and motorboats manned by German soldiers were reported moving in the fjord.

Up to this point, the Germans had concentrated on securing the terrain east of Trondheim, including the airfield at Værnes and the railway line past Værnes towards Sweden. North of Stjørdal, German patrols operated as far as Verdal, which was guarded by a Norwegian machine-gun unit from DR 3. A Norwegian garrison of around 250 men held the old, abandoned fort at Hegra. Under the determined leadership of Major Reidar Holtermann they stood their ground under siege from the Gebirgsjägers until 5 May, after the Allies had completed the evacuation, tying down some 700–800 German soldiers with several field guns.59

Around 20 April, Generalmajor Kurt Woytasch of 181st Infantry Division arrived in Trondheim with two of his regiments (IR 334 and IR 359) to prepare the offensive northwards. During the night of the 20th/21st, soldiers were sent by train to Rinnan, from where they marched on the Norwegian positions at Verdalsøra. Other units embarked on a makeshift naval flotilla made up for the occasion, including two companies of mountain troops from Oberst Weiss’s Gebirgsjäger Regiment 138, which had been landed in Trondheim during the original attack on 9 April; they embarked on the destroyer Paul Jacobi.

The first German attacks on Mauriceforce came in the morning of the 21st. At 04:05, 4th Lincolnshire in the Steinkjær area reported having sighted a ‘300-ton’ ship in Skarnsundet of the Inderøy Narrows, leading to Beitstadfjorden and Steinkjær. About forty minutes later, a destroyer was seen coming through at high speed. The tide was out and the areas of deep water inside the narrows was limited, so the eight machine guns available to the unit were sent hastily in lorries towards Egge, north-west of the town, where a landing was considered possible. Later, two trawlers, armed and obviously under German command, were also reported coming through Skarnsundet. Shortly after 06:00, Norwegian headquarters reported that the bridge at Verdalsøra was being attacked by approximately two hundred Germans. At 06:25, further reports arrived of four hundred Germans having been landed from a German warship, at first believed to be a cruiser, at Kirkenesvågen on the Inderøy peninsula, west of Steinkjær. These were the four hundred Gebirgsjägers disembarking from Paul Jacobi. A small group of them headed across the peninsula towards Straumen, while the main force headed for Sandvollan, from where they could attack Steinkjær and split the British forces, already under pressure from the south. Further German landings took place from trawlers at Hylla and Tronestangen, threatening the flank and rear of the Norwegian and British forces.
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Zerstörer Paul Jacobi preparing for operations in Trondheimsfjorden. (Tore Eggan collection)
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Fighting in Verdal in the morning of 21 April. The two men on the left are manning an MG34 machine gun mounted on a tripod, which made it very effective and gave it good range. (Author’s collection)




[image: ]

German troops advancing through Verdal in the morning of 21 April. (Author’s collection)



It was soon clear that a major German offensive had commenced. British companies were rushed forward to try to stem the German advance, but the countermeasures were complicated by lack of transport and the inability of the Territorials to move off the roads. There was little or no coordination with the Norwegians or the French.60

At Verdalsøra, the Norwegian machine-gun unit holding the bridge stood fast at first, repelling several German attempts at crossing the bridge.61 During the morning, however, German troops that had been landed at Tronestangen approached from behind, overrunning the supply unit and capturing most of the spare ammunition. The dragoons were compelled to fall back towards Stiklestad. The 250 British soldiers there did not participate in the fighting and later retreated northwards to get away from the Germans, obliging the Norwegians to follow.62

The southernmost British positions at Røskje were attacked by the Germans that had landed at Hylla. Supported by artillery and mortars, moving into the terrain, the Germans soon uprooted the British, who rapidly fell back towards Vist. Further north, the Lincolnshire Battalion was directed to send a company out of Steinkjær to reinforce positions at Vist, and two Norwegian ski-units were requested to reconnoitre the left flank towards the northern end of Lake Leksdalsannet, blocking the roads on both sides of the lake, and if possible operate against the rear of the German advance. Unfortunately, due to a watering-down of the urgency of the orders through the Norwegian chain of command, the skiers from DR 3 were less than enthusiastic about operating against what they believed was their own and did not advance as requested, in spite of favourable conditions.63

During the afternoon, forward Lincolnshire units at Inderøy fell back towards Vist railway station where a defence line was established across the isthmus during the night of the 21st/22nd. Part of the KOYLI pulled back towards Mære, while the easternmost units, including the Royal Engineers, ended up on the eastern side of Lake Leksdalsvatnet. The Hallamshires took up a second defensive line between Hjellbotn and Snåsavatnet to cover further withdrawals of the two forward battalions. After a heavy skirmish at Krogsgården both parties had had enough for the day, pulling back to rest. Other British units had moved east, away from the coast, becoming more or less isolated. Most of their gear other than fighting equipment was abandoned. The French troops at Namsos were reported ‘not ready to move’ and were not ordered forward.

German air activity was intense throughout the day and any movement risked being met by machine-gun fire or bombs from above. Steinkjær was intermittently bombed throughout the morning and from 09:00 onwards the civilian population was being evacuated by lorries provided by 5th Brigade. By midday the bombing started in earnest and after an hour and a half, the wooden town was burning fiercely. Further bombing with HE and incendiary bombs virtually annihilated the entire municipality, including the road bridge. The iron railway bridge remained standing, though the wooden floor of the bridge was burning.64

The Germans advancing out of the Trondheim enclave were made up of veterans from the Polish campaign and well-trained Gebirgsjägers. They quickly proved far better equipped and tactically superior to the Territorials. With machine guns mounted on motorcycles and mortars in the sidecars, they had mobility and punch that neither the Territorials nor the Norwegians could withstand. Time and again when coming under fire, the Landser spread out, climbed the hills on skis, dragging sledge-borne machine guns into commanding positions that outflanked their opponents. The use of snowshoes and skis and their ability to move through the snowy terrain with relative ease repeatedly frustrated the British defences. The combined Allied forces vastly outnumbered the German, but lack of co-operation, inability to move off the roads and lack of heavy weapons more than offset this superiority.65 The Germans, on the other hand, had abundant air support and, even more important, they were supported by Paul Jacobi, which was moving in Beitstadfjorden and Trondheimsfjorden at will, shelling the Allied positions. The destroyers Paul Jacobi and Theodor Riedel had been left behind in Trondheim after the invasion due to technical problems and it had been decided that they should remain until further notice to support the land forces against the Allied forces. Riedel was still in the yard at Trondheim, however, and did not take part in the operations against Mauriceforce.66

The 22nd saw two Territorial battalions holding a front along the roads converging at Vist, six kilometres south of Steinkjær. With Steinkjær in ruins and still being bombed at intervals, the situation in the whole area was precarious. Brigadier Phillips ordered a retreat towards Beitstad, where the Hallamshires were already in position, through the smouldering ruins of Steinkjær. Major Black and his Lincolnshire detachment held their positions at Vist until midday in spite of heavy German attacks, allowing their companions to slip through before they also had to fall back.67 During the evening of the 22nd, the Germans landed in Steinkjær after completing its destruction by a naval barrage.

The exhausted and partly decimated Territorials pulled back into safety north of Steinkjær and became strung out along the road towards Namsos, west and north of II/IR 13, with whom they barely had any contact. Eventually, during the 23rd, the British front stabilised between Hjellebotn and Snåsavatn. Seeing the Territorials fleeing in front of the German attackers shocked the Norwegians, who braced themselves for the inevitable German onslaught on their positions on both sides of Lake Snåsavatn. In the morning of 24 April, news was received that French units were on their way south from Namsos.68
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Two of the three aft 12.7-cm L/45 Tk C/34 guns of Paul Jacobi, used to devastating effect on the buildings of Steinkjær. (Tore Eggan collection)
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The receiving end: Steinkjær in April 1940. (Author’s collection)



To the relief and surprise of the British, the Germans halted their advance towards Namsos, establishing a defensive line a few kilometres north-west of Steinkjær. Instead, they continued north-east along the railway line on the southern side of Lake Snåsavatn, where they ran into the main force of DR 3. The first encounters occurred in the afternoon of the 23rd. The dragoons pulled back in a fighting retreat, but maintained cohesion. Roads were blocked and bridges blown up and the German advance was slow due to the difficult conditions prevailing off-road. Several farms were destroyed during the fighting. When reinforced by the newly arrived I/IR 14, the Norwegian lines held, forcing the Germans back with heavy losses on the 28th. Later, DR 3 was pulled back to Snåsa to get a long-awaited rest, leaving the defences south-east of Lake Snåsavatn to I/IR 14. Several road and railway bridges were blown up and the front stabilised in front of Tangen. Général Audet met with Oberst Getz in the evening of the 26th. The French Chasseurs were finally on their way southwards in force and the two officers, who apparently got along well, agreed that it was time to think in offensive terms. Jointly, the nearly 8,000-strong French-Norwegian units vastly outnumbered the Germans. Optimism prevailed and a recapture of Steinkjær appeared within reach. However, 5th Brigade was running low on ammunition, and Oberst Getz requested that his men be issued with French rifles to facilitate the supply situation. Général Audet confirmed that priority would be given to this issue. Audet and Wiart met on the 27th, agreeing that the Norwegian-French plan looked feasible and that the Territorials would secure the right flank around Beitstad and act as reserve.

The counter-attack would never become reality, for several reasons. First, Wiart received information from London later in the day that made all plans redundant (see below). Secondly, when Chrobry returned on the 27th, priority was given to offloading the A/A guns she carried due to renewed air attacks, and the Polish transport left with the rifles and machine guns for Getz’s soldiers still onboard. Later in the day, continued bombing destroyed the harbour area to such an extent that further offloading was suspended.69

*   *   *

General Ironside went to the Supreme War Council in Paris in the early morning of the 22nd and returned to London on the 23rd. He was in an optimistic mood and believed that things were going well in Norway. To his surprise, he found a gloomy staff, showing him signals from General Wiart advising that a withdrawal of the Allied forces from Namsos might become necessary. The CIGS commented in his diary that he could ‘not understand this at all’, adding there were ‘more troops ashore at Namsos than there are Germans in Trondheim and there should be no question of any hurried evacuation being necessary’.70 Wiart held in his memoirs:


Our intentions were excellent, but our ideas of ultimate deliverance invariably brought the whole concentrated weight of bombing on top of the heads of the population. At the time I felt irritated by their lack of interest in us, but afterwards I realized that unused as they were to the horror of war they were stunned by the invasion and had not had time to come round. Still I waited for news of our naval attack which was to be my signal to take Trondheim, but still it did not come. Hourly it became more and more obvious to me that with my lack of equipment I was quite incapable of advancing on Trondheim and could see very little point in remaining in that part of Norway sitting out like rabbits in the snow.71



The signal from General Wiart to the War Office at 20:29 on the 22nd read:


The battalion from Verdal area is retiring. The 3 companies at Vist are in touch with strong force of Germans and will attempt retiring tonight to Steinkjaer area. Steinkjaer has been bombed and completely destroyed. Our men cannot fight off road owing to deep snow, this does not handicap the enemy who is using snow shoes. I have ordered Phillips to retire by the Steinkjaer–Namsos road but when the enemy discover this move everything on this road will be destroyed and in this weather it will put a very heavy physical strain on the men … If a heavy raid on Trondheim had taken place, I might have made a dash for Trondheim but now I clearly cannot do this – and I must try to extricate Phillips. When his brigade gets back to Namsos they will find no accommodation, no water, no facilities and the bridge may not be standing.72



These are not the words of a general expecting to accomplish his mission. From London, the situation looked less critical and Wiart was instructed by the newly appointed C-in-C of the Norwegian expeditionary force, General Massy, to ‘keep his forces in being [and] support Norwegians if possible’. During the afternoon of the 23rd, however, General Wiart sent a second signal to the War Office stressing the dangers of the increasing German air activity, and advising that an evacuation might be advisable, since the German air attacks were becoming heavier and no Allied landings at Trondheim appeared imminent. The northern arm of the pincer was limp.

Captain Fleming was sent to London by flyingboat to underline the gravity of the situation and find out what was really going on. According to Wiart’s memoirs, Fleming returned a few days later without much encouragement, saying: ‘you can really do what you like, for they don’t know what they want done.’ At 00:40 on the 24th, the Admiralty was informed by the CIGS that ‘evacuation of Namsos may be necessary’ and that plans should be studied. Later in the day, General Wiart was instructed by Massy to ‘remain on defensive and take all steps for security and well-being of your forces’.73
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Men of the 4th Lincolns relaxing at Skagge after having escaped the German onslaught by a forced march through deep snow. (Imperial War Museum N82)



On the 26th, General Wiart learned that Général Audet had been recalled to London and that Général Béthouart should go to Narvik – at the request of Général Gamelin. Furthermore, the 2nd Demi-Brigade of Chasseurs Alpins would be sent to Narvik.74 The 146th Brigade and the French forces already at Namsos were to be reorganised under mixed command and deployed in defensive positions from Namsos to Grong and from Namsos to Beitstad. In the morning of the next day, 27 April, General Wiart was informed through a signal from General Massy that evacuation of Mauriceforce had, in principle, been decided: ‘Plan in your case gradual but rapid. French to be thinned out commencing at once. Every ship entering should remove as many as possible. Personnel to be withdrawn at expense of equipment … Priority of salvage Bofors guns, but realise Bofors must be kept in action to the end.’ As much as possible of the equipment that had to be left behind should be destroyed or sunk in the fjord. Later, he was informed that the withdrawal would begin on the night of 1/2 May.

Wiart informed Audet immediately, just as the latter started to acquire a ‘feeling the operations were coming on track’. Severe air attacks, commencing shortly after, underlined the gravity of the situation. For security reasons Oberst Getz was not informed of the decision, and the Norwegian forces would not be included in the plans for the evacuation. The delay in delivering the French weapons promised to Oberst Getz for the counter-attack was justified as logistical issues. Ironically, RAF officers had arrived on the 26th to find a suitable landing site for Allied fighter support. By then, of course, it was too late and shore-based fighter aircraft never appeared.75

At this time, the traffic to and from Norway was substantial. Vice Admiral Layton of the 18th Cruiser Squadron was offshore between Trondheim and Namsos on Saturday 27th with Manchester and Birmingham supporting destroyers operating in the leads. He wrote in his diary:


Weather fine, wind light variable, sea smooth, small amount of high cloud only. As early as 04:07 an enemy shadowing aircraft – a Heinkel 111K – was sighted and shadowers were in view at intervals throughout the morning. At this juncture a large number of different convoys and units had become congregated in the area to westward of the coast between Namsos and Romsdalsfjorden and several were sighted. At 05:50 five ships were sighted which were made out to be the petrol carrier Ronan escorted by four A/S trawlers and bound for Namsos. At 06:15 eight more trawlers were sighted which proved to be the 15th and 16th A/S Striking Force also bound for Namsos. At 10:37 a convoy consisting of the ship Gunvor Mærsk escorted by Wolverine, Kimberley, Brazen and two A/S trawlers was sighted. This convoy was also bound for Namsos. From reports of shadowing aircraft it was clear that VA(A) and his aircraft carrier force was operating in the vicinity and that Curlew was close by on her way to Namsos. On its way to Aandalsnes was also convoy T.M.I consisting of four important store ships escorted by three destroyers. It appeared very likely that any or all of these units would be attacked by enemy aircraft during the day.76



During the night of 27/28 April, Carlisle, flying the flag of Rear Admiral Vivian, arrived at Namsos, accompanied by the sloop Bittern and followed by the trawlers of 15th and 16th Striking Forces – sent to make up for the losses of the early trawler groups.77 C-in-C of the 15th A/S Strike Force, Lieutenant Commander Martyn Sherwood, onboard Cape Pesaro later recounted the arrival:


We loaded with troops and ammunition from the ships which had anchored for the purpose a short way inside the fjord. Figures scurried about the decks in a feverish attempt to find their equipment in the poor light that it was safe to show. They crammed our decks, where they lay alongside and even upon each other, like so many fags in their packets of twenty. Up the fjord we steamed [and] put our ships alongside Namsos Pier – a wooden affair which was certainly never intended to receive a modern Army.78
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British prisoners of war captured in the Steinkjær area sharing cigarettes with a Gebirgsjäger. Note the Jäger’s camera – these men were worth photographing and talking about at home! (Tore Eggan collection)



They arrived just in time for one of the major German air attacks. At first, everything was hushed at Namsos and the troops and stores were swiftly unloaded in the halfdarkness of the Nordic night. Because the pier was small, the trawlers had to moor outside each other and it was quite a struggle to drag the stores from one ship to the other in order to get them ashore. As expected, the aircraft arrived in the early morning but appeared to be concentrating on bombing the town and wharf at first. The trawlers slipped away from the pier, some hiding underneath suitable cliffs, others ordered to retreat to the mouth of the fjord and return at dusk when the bombers left. Some remained, taking stores from Carlisle to shore and assisting in the unloading of the two French storeships Saumur and Amiénois, which had also arrived during the early morning escorted by the two French destroyers Brestois and Boulonnais. In spite of the aircraft, they docked and started unloading stores and ammunition at the wharf.79

At 11:45 a 250-kg bomb exploded in the water abreast of the Saumur. The damage to the French transport was not crippling, but she caught fire and drifted aground with a wire caught in her propeller. The trawlers Arab and Angle were ordered to her assistance. The 37-year-old Lieutenant Richard B Stannard of Arab wrote in his report:


At 13:00 was ordered by Carlisle to take ss Saumur in tow with HMS Angle – the former had a wire around propeller and was aground. Before I got there, Angle had towed her off and did not need my help. Proceeded to run my bows into burning wharf, left engines going slow ahead and ran two hoses over forecastle head to try and put out ammunition dump fire. I signalled Carlisle that as Angle could manage the towing I would try and put out fire as Arab has good water pressure and no water was obtainable from the shore. Carlisle answered ‘Carry on’. 14:00. Heavy high bombing attack, 16 planes. 15:00. No hope of putting out fire. I proceeded down fjord, put Arab alongside Saumur as Angle had parted towing rope. Kept her in position while propeller was cleared.80



Next evening (28th) the chartered Danish freighter Gunvor Mærsk arrived, escorted by Wolverine and Brazen, to unload the 166th Battery of the 56th Regiment, Royal Artillery, and a number of vehicles. This was achieved in spite of utter chaos in the port and nobody being ready at the quay to meet them. Discipline was at this stage apparently falling apart, and the captain of Wolverine reported that several of the Royal Engineers he embarked for the return to Britain were visibly drunk by the time they arrived onboard. The trawlers also returned to Namsos at dusk and were ordered to start transferring French troops from the harbour and onto the transports to get them out before the aircraft returned. Some 850 men of the 53rd Battalion of Chasseurs Alpins were withdrawn from their posts along the railway during the night and embarked onto Amiénois and Saumur; they headed for Scapa Flow in the early morning of the 29th.81 Approximately three hundred administrative personnel were also evacuated on the night of the 29th/30th. One hundred Chasseurs Alpins and two British Bofors guns embarked on Janus, heading for Mosjøen the next day to bolster the defences there against the anticipated German advance on Narvik.82

Most of the trawlers spent the 29th near the entrance of Namsfjorden on A/S patrol. As long as one of the C-class cruisers, a sloop or a destroyer was in the group, the bombers usually kept a respectful height. Alone, however, the trawlers became vulnerable. They were mercilessly pounded by the aircraft throughout the day and their crews became exhausted through the constant tension and lack of sleep. Finding that the A/A guns of the trawlers were less than adequate, some of the aircraft started dive-bombing the ships to increase precision and most of the ships were damaged from near misses and strafing. Even when seeking shelter under the cliffs and camouflaging the ships with trees and bushes, the German bombers soon learned where they were and attacked forcefully; some dropped incendiary bombs and strafed the surrounding hillsides, hoping to cause casualties amongst the crew resting onshore. Sherwood wrote: ‘The whole of our stay in that fjord was one large bustle. We hid behind islands or covered the ship with branches. The nights were almost as light as days, and so this northern country became known to us as the “Land of the Midnight Bomb”.’’83

Lieutenant Stannard wrote:


Cannot keep track of the number of air attacks made. [The German aircraft] attack from any direction, preferably from the sun. The High Bombers did not even bother about that: they dropped the bombs at 10,000 ft. The Dive Bombers made all their attacks from the sun, generally coming over at 12/15,000 ft., passing away as if they had not seen us, and then coming down in a dive to a height of about 3,000 ft. dropping their bombs just before flattening out. These are the most difficult attacks to fend off, giving a very small target, and after flattening out they are over and past like a flash. The best position in a Fjord to withstand an attack by air is the shadow of a steep cliff, preferably at right angles to the sun, keeping the ship moving. 80% of the attacks were made from ahead and 20% from the stern: they never attacked from the beam, which I assume is because there is only the width of the ship to aim at … I found that the best thing to do in Namsen Fjord was to lie under the shadow of the cliffs on the east side in the morning and the west side in the evening, remaining on the latter side till the daily reconnaissance plane had been over at about 03:00 and viewed everything: then we knew we had one hour before the bombers arrived, steamed across to the east side and remained under way there. The planes never attacked over high cliffs, generally down a valley or over the water. I noticed that the dive bombers were very poor shots, they seemed to pull out of their dive far too quickly, as if the A/A fire was too hot for them and their bombs were sometimes falling 50 to 100 yards away.84



In the morning of the 30th, the aircraft arrived again, and the small ships were manoeuvred close to the cliffs of the northern shore where it was hoped there would be some protection. Arab was instructed by Lieutenant Commander Mills of Bittern to place herself four hundred metres off the side of the sloop to get the best angle of fire for her Lewis and Oerlikon guns as the dive-bombers flattened out over the larger ship, which was an obvious priority target. The first aircraft came at 07:00 – at least sixteen of them attacked from out of the sun, as expected mainly concentrating on Bittern. The gunners of Arab could see their Oerlikon shells bursting on the German aircraft, but they appeared to have little effect.85

At 09:30, a stick of bombs from a He111 (probably from KG 26) straddled St Goran, exploding in the sea just forward of the wheelhouse, abreast of the Oerlikon gun platform and close astern. At the same time the wheelhouse and the bridge were strafed. The captain, Lieutenant Commander William McGuigan, Coxswain Glenton and two ratings on the bridge were killed instantly. Most others above deck manning the guns were also wounded, some seriously, and the guns were damaged. A fire broke out below, and the magazines were flooded. The steering gear was out of action and the trawler could not defend itself. As further attacks were very likely, Lieutenant Alan Reid, the senior surviving officer, decided to abandon her until nightfall. The anchor was dropped and the survivors took to the lifeboats and two Carley floats around 11:00.
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Lieutenant Commander William Clarke McGuigan of the trawler St Goran, shortly before he was killed in the morning of 30 April. (F Wilson collection)



The wounded were taken onboard Arab while the others found a place where they could get ashore to take shelter. The abandoned St Goran was attacked repeatedly during the day and when Lieutenant Reid and some of the survivors returned at dusk, the trawler was taking water. It was obvious that the ship could not be made seaworthy without extensive repairs, and as she had abundant A/S equipment onboard, which could not be allowed to fall into German hands, it was decided to sink her. The dead were taken off to be buried at sea, and the seacocks were opened. Helped by a few shots from Cape Pesaro, St Goran sank at 04:30 the next day.86

Meanwhile, Arab had her castings broken and propeller damaged by near misses and Lieutenant Stannard took his ship alongside a cliff face at Kroken on the western side of Otterøya where Gaul had already tied up. This was a good vantage point, covering a large part of the fjord and Stannard decided to bring guns, food and blankets onshore, making base in a large cave found inside the bay:


I still had some French stores on deck which were never landed, I took the liberty of opening same, finding automatic rifles and ammunition, a 60 m/m bomb-throwing mortar with bombs and detonators complete. When posts were finished, I had 6 Lewis guns, 2 Automatic Rifles and one bomb-thrower, the latter capable of throwing bombs 1500 yards. Also the 4 inch gun was loaded and put on a bearing covering the fjord entrance, the Oerlikon likewise.

20:00, Carlisle and Janus left Namsen Fjord. Signalled former and reported, stating what a strong position I had ashore. Reply came back from [Rear Admiral Vivian]: ‘Well done. Carry on’. Set A/S watch and W/T watch as ordered by Carlisle. Crew slept at machine gun posts, look-outs on duty.87



Next day, Aston Villa made fast about a hundred metres south of Arab. The aircraft came as usual and there was continuous bombing and machine-gunning all morning; the onshore positions were also attacked. Eventually, Gaul was hit and sank; at 17:00, Aston Villa was set on fire by a direct hit from a dive-bomber. Only a few men were onboard at the time and the wounded were quickly brought ashore; the A/S gear was taken off and dumped in deep water. The fire, however, could not be extinguished: Aston Villa was in danger of blowing up and damaging Arab, which was still moored nearby. Lieutenant Stannard, with two others boarded Arab, cut Aston Villa’s lines and succeeded in moving her away before she blew up. The land base now being impossible to maintain, the men from all three trawlers, including the wounded, were embarked on Arab and course was set up the fjord.88

Bittern had been under almost continuous dive-bombing from 09:30 that day, mostly by Ju87 Stukas of I/StG 1, operating in groups of three to nine. Several near misses were recorded but as long as Bittern attracted the bombers, the hard-pressed troops ashore were at least given a temporary respite. Bitterns luck ran out in the late afternoon: two Stukas attacked from the port bow and were engaged by the forward 4-inch guns while a third aircraft came down towards the stern, splitting the sloop’s defences. All three aircraft released a single 250-kg bomb, and Oberleutnant Elmar Schäfer planted his bomb on the sloop’s quarterdeck, igniting a demolition locker containing three 8.5-lb TNT charges, which also exploded. The stern of the ship was blown completely off and the engines immediately seized. Confusion reigned and a violent fire spread towards the aft 4-inch magazines, which had to be flooded. Two smoke floats caught fire, their smoke adding to the mayhem and making rescue work and fire-fighting difficult. Several depth charges had been split open and burned fiercely, but did not explode. Most pumps were out of action and Lieutenant Commander Mills was forced to abandon ship as it was impossible to control the fires. Janus approached to take off the survivors.89
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Trawlers Aston Villa and Angle camouflaged by trees and bushes in an attempt to become invisible when tied to shore. (F Wilson collection)
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The crew of St Goran hiding underneath an overhang ashore. (F Wilson collection)
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The crippled sloop Bittern burning in the morning of 30 April. (Imperial War Museum N65)



*   *   *

Rear Admiral Vivian had taken Carlisle north to Skjelfjorden to refuel; returning on 1 May, he found St Goran and Gaul sunk, Aston Villa on fire and Bittern crippled. He agreed with General Wiart that it was necessary to preserve the ships to support the coming evacuation and, with the permission of the C-in-C, took Carlisle and three of the remaining five trawlers to sea during daylight hours. Saving Bittern was not worthwhile, and Janus received orders to sink her to get the wreckage out of the way. 90

The damaged Arab was ordered to head home. No escort could be spared and with a maximum speed of about five knots it was a risky affair. Indeed, some hours clear of the fjord, a He115 floatplane appeared, signalling simply: ‘Go east or be sunk.’ Lieutenant Stannard sent ‘a suitable answer’ in reply and warned his crew of an imminent attack:


The pilot of this machine seemed a novice or else thought we had no ammunition left as he circled us closing towards us each time. He was keeping up a continuous fire with his two guns but I decided to hold my fire until he was closer. He banked at 800 yards just forward of the beam so opened fire with all Lewis guns and Oerlikon. Could see the H.E. Oerlikon shells bursting on him. The Heinkel 115 came down about 2 miles astern of us but I did not attempt to save the crew.91



Arab limped into Scapa Flow in the afternoon of 6 May.92

The bridgehead at Namsos was no longer sustainable. The absolute German air superiority and lack of Allied resources to counter it had won the day. Even more than in Romsdalsfjorden, Mauriceforce had been the wrong operation in the wrong place, led by the wrong people. The only realistic option left, however painful, was to cut their losses and pull out.





— 7 —

Carrier Task Force

Need for Fighters

AFTER THE SINKING OF the cruiser Königsberg in Bergen harbour on 10 April, Skuas flying from Hatston in the Orkneys carried out a number of successful attacks in Norwegian waters during April and May. Surprise was often achieved and British losses were small. Attacks against oil tanks were particularly successful, resulting in the almost complete destruction of several oil depots around Bergen. On 12 and 13 April, Skuas of 800, 801 and 803 Squadrons damaged Bremse, Carl Peters and S24 and partly sank the freighter Bärenfels in Bergen harbour. On the 16th, the Skuas were back again, this time damaging U58 and the captured torpedo boat Brand. The next day, Bremse was again attacked, but suffered only slight damage.

After that, the Skuas were sent across the North Sea individually on ‘offensive reconnaissance flights’, a hair-raising concept for the crews – flying alone at the limit of their aircraft’s endurance – before being transferred to Ark Royal and Glorious on 21 April. The Bergen area was then left in peace for a few weeks until 806 Squadron had been built up and could continue the attacks. Again, the oil tanks were the main target and between 9 and 16 May, some 19 million litres of oil and petrol were ignited, burning for weeks.1
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Messerschmitt Bf110s arriving too late over burning petrol tanks at Askøy off Bergen. The Skuas dropping the bombs were long gone by the time the aircraft arrived from Sola. (Author’s collection)



Direct air support for the forces in Norway remained a challenge to the Allies, never to be properly solved. Land-based RAF aircraft could barely reach Romsdalsfjorden, the southernmost of the three landing sites. Support for the expeditionary forces was therefore largely indirect, by attacking the airfields used by the German bombers. Sola-Stavanger, Fornebu-Oslo, Kjevik-Kristiansand and Værnes-Trondheim in Norway, Aalborg and Rye in Denmark, and Westerland on Sylt in Germany became targets for RAF Bomber Command. Of these, Værnes was beyond the range of most British bombers except for Whitleys and long-range Wellingtons.

The Blenheim IV long-range fighters of 254 Squadron were the only land-based fighter aircraft capable of operating over Norway. Under favourable conditions they could reach as far as Romsdalsfjorden, but if they did they had to turn back within less than an hour.

The two Coastal Command Groups engaged in Norway during April and May – 16 and 18 Groups – jointly had 150 aircraft available. Many of these were unsuitable for operations across the North Sea, however, and the two groups were tasked with numerous other missions, covering a vast area. Hudson aircraft of 220, 224 and 233 Squadrons, based at Thornaby, Leuchars and Wick, carried the brunt of the operations over Norway during the campaign, together with the Sunderlands of 204 and 201 Squadrons based at Invergordon. Targets of opportunity were attacked, but neither the Hudsons nor the Sunderlands were suited for offensive operation against land targets.2
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Skuas from Hatston on the prowl off Bergen. (National Archives CN 1/38)



*   *   *

Norway was the first major encounter with the Luftwaffe where the Royal Navy would experience the ordeal of prolonged air attacks. The crews of every Allied ship operating off the Norwegian coast or in the fjords would be tested to their limit during daylight hours, which were steadily increasing. The constant hammering of the heavier guns – augmented by pom-poms and machine guns, amidst the howling of the falling bombs and the crash as they hit the water or a ship – would strain courage, concentration and nerve beyond what some could take. The ships were under constant evasive manoeuvring and action stations were maintained over extended periods, meaning that rest, food and personal hygiene suffered. Most importantly, it became obvious that most ships of the Royal Navy had inadequate A/A defences.

At 04:46 on 9 April, Admiral Forbes, C-in-C of the Home Fleet, was informed by the Admiralty that ‘four German warships reported entering Oslo Fjord … engaged by defences, five ships approaching Bergen, at least one at Stavanger [and] two … at Trondheim.’ Norway was being invaded. Later in the day the Luftwaffe found and attacked the British ships south-west of Bergen. In spite of considerable A/A fire, Rodney was hit by a bomb which broke up on the armoured deck and failed to explode, while the destroyer Gurkha was sunk and Valiant, Berwick, Devonshire, Southampton and Glasgow all suffered damage from near misses. Four Ju88s were shot down. Also on the 9th, Kashmir and Kelvin collided, both being badly damaged. Zulu and Cossack were detached to assist them to Lerwick. Cossack took Kashmir in tow and Kelvin steamed backwards. This reduced the strength of Vice Admiral Edward-Collins’s 2nd Cruiser Squadron until Zulu and Cossack could rejoin the next day.3
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Kelvin steaming backwards to Scapa Flow in the morning of 9 April after colliding with Kashmir. (National Archives, AIR 28/942)



Admiral Forbes steered north for some hours after the attack, then west during the night. At 07:30 on 10 April, Warspite and Furious fell in with several destroyers. During the 10th, the fleet stood to the northward and there were no German air attacks that day. Still, Forbes concluded that, with a carrier present, the Home Fleet should not operate within reach of land-based German aircraft.4 He preferred to ‘leave Bergen to the Skuas from Hatston’ and concentrate his forces in the north, off Narvik. On the way north, an attack on Trondheim, where several German ships had been reported, would nevertheless be risked. During the night of the 10th/11th, the fleet moved towards a position from where Furious could fly off her aircraft just before dawn. The torpedo attack in Trondheim was largely unsuccessful and having recovered the aircraft the Home Fleet stood to the north again.5

During the afternoon of the 11th, ten He111s of III/KG 26, originally on a reconnaissance mission towards Narvik, encountered the British Fleet off Haltenbanken. Though the attack had nothing of the ferocity of the 9th, Eclipse was hit by one bomb on the starboard side of the engine room, while three other bombs bracketed the ship and exploded within twenty metres of the hull on both sides. The engine room flooded rapidly and had to be abandoned as did some of the magazines, while the boiler room had to be shut down. The pumps held while the hole in the side was covered to above the waterline and Eclipse was taken in tow by York towards Lerwick.6 The German airmen also reported one hit on an aircraft carrier, but this was not the case.

At 05:00 on 12 April, Admiral Forbes met up with Vice Admiral Commanding Battlecruiser Squadron William ‘Jock’ Whitworth in Renown, with Repulse in company. Subsequently, Valiant was detached to meet convoy NP1 heading for Narvik, while Repulse and three destroyers returned to Scapa Flow to refuel. Rodney, Renown and Furious with six destroyers remained off Lofoten, while Warspite and twelve destroyers headed for Vestfjorden (see Chapter 10).

At 16:15 that day, eight Swordfish aircraft from 818 Squadron were launched from Furious for an attack on Narvik. After the failure of the torpedo attack in Trondheim harbour the day before, Forbes and his staff decided bombs would be more effective than torpedoes and the ‘Stringbags’ were armed with four 250-lb and four 20-lb bombs.7 The weather was lousy with strong winds and snow from low clouds, and the inexperienced navy pilots were severely challenged. The German destroyers in and around Narvik harbour put up a deterring fire against the slow, ungainly biplanes. No bombs hit any of them, but two captured Norwegian auxiliaries were damaged. Eight German sailors were killed and some twenty wounded by shrapnel. Two aircraft were shot down and crashed in Ofotfjorden, where the crews were rescued by Punjabi and Penelope; 816 Squadron, following some forty minutes behind, encountered even worse conditions and turned back at the mouth of the fjord.

Furious was pitching heavily in the rough seas; one aircraft went over the side during landing. Both crewmembers were safely rescued. Lieutenant Commander Sydney-Turner of 818 Squadron, flying one of the two aircraft shot down, later wrote: ‘This attack was carried out in conditions of which the squadron had had no previous experience and without a reconnaissance, which would have been extremely valuable in deciding tactics of approach. The only maps available were photographic reproductions of Admiralty charts, which showed no contours.’8

On the 13th, Warspite and her destroyers wiped out the remaining eight German Zerstörers at Narvik. Furious again launched her aircraft, but the weather remained poor – though nine Swordfish aircraft arrived over Narvik, they added little to the battle. The unwieldy double-deckers dived on the German destroyers from just below the cloud base, dropping their bombs from 250–300 metres, but scored only near misses. Two aircraft were shot down.9

On the 14th, Furious headed north to Tromsø to refuel, escorted by Isis, Ilex and Imogen. On the way, air reconnaissance of the northern approaches to Narvik was carried out and the German Ju52s newly landed at Hartvikvann were attacked (see Chapter 10). The carrier dropped anchor in Tromsø at 06:30 on 16 April with only 27 per cent fuel remaining.

In the evening of the 15th, after it had been verified that there were no more German ships at Narvik or anywhere else in Vestfjorden, Admiral Forbes set course for Scapa Flow with Rodney and Renown, escorted by Esk, Ivanhoe, Forester, Icarus and Kimberley.

In Tromsø, Furious refuelled and rested her crew for a couple of days, until proceeding at midday on the 18th, with two destroyers, to fly off aircraft for reconnaissance of the Narvik area.10 While they were operating in Grotsundet around 15:30, a lone He111 appeared. The bomber climbed to some fifteen thousand feet, well out of range of Furious’s 4-inch guns. Two smaller bombs were dropped to test the wind, whereafter the obviously skilled pilot of II/KG 26 dropped two large bombs dangerously close to the carrier: one detonating only ten metres from the port side aft. The explosion shook Furious’s drive-shafts out of alignment and jarred the port inner high-pressure turbine, reducing speed to just over twenty knots.

Next day Furious headed offshore and she remained off the Norwegian coast, operating under Lord Cork’s command, until 25 April, when it was decided she needed to return to the Clyde for repairs. Weather conditions were appalling during this time with frequent snowstorms, low clouds and strong winds. On 22 April, Captain Troubridge attempted to keep one or two aircraft over Narvik to discourage German aircraft dropping supplies for Dietl’s forces. During the early morning, there were frequent blinding snowstorms, but around 08:00 the weather lifted somewhat and it was decided to risk flying:


The first plane took off at 08:00 followed by others at hourly intervals. The first returned at 12:00 having accomplished a useful patrol, but reporting very bad weather in the narrows by Barøy Island. News was received shortly afterwards from HMS Aurora off Narvik that the second plane had been shot down by the enemy, the Observer, Lieutenant CRO Messenger, RN and the Air Gunner Leading Airman TG Cutler, FAA being killed and the pilot, Sub-Lieutenant (A) PC Roberts RN wounded. The third plane returned at 14:00 in conditions of bad visibility and reported that the visibility after leaving Narvik had been desperately bad, the plane having had to force its way through snow storms flying only a few feet over the water. Small wonder that the pilot was completely exhausted and the observer Lieutenant D Sanderson RN, an officer of great experience, described this flight as the worst in his life. The fourth patrol consisting of two planes which had flown off at 11:00 returned shortly after the third, reporting impossible flying conditions in the narrows by Barøy Island … It was obvious that there could be no more flying that day.11
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The British carrier Furious. (Seward)



The next day there would be no flying at all. Instead, Troubridge took the carrier to Harstad to check the damage caused by the near miss. The damage was found to be more severe than at first believed and in the afternoon of the 24th orders were received from London to return to Scapa Flow forthwith. Hence, Captain Troubridge changed course for home in the afternoon of the 25th in the company of Isis, Ilex, Imogen, Imperial, Diana and Delight. By this time Furious had only six serviceable aircraft left and Troubridge remarked in his report that: ‘The need for fighters was too obvious to need emphasis.’ Since leaving the Clyde on 8 April, Furious’s aircraft had flown 23,870 miles, dropped eighteen torpedoes and 409 bombs, totalling 15.25 tons. Nine aircraft had been lost and all of her original eighteen aircraft save one had been hit at least once by German A/A fire. Three airmen had been killed, two were missing, believed dead, and seven were wounded.

Lord Cork’s air support was reduced to half a dozen Walrus amphibians until Ark Royal arrived on 6 May.12

First Actions

The capacity of the RAF to mount patrols over Åndalsnes, Trondheim and Namsos by land-based aircraft from Britain was very limited due to the inadequate range of the aircraft available. Hence, Vice Admiral Aircraft Carriers Lionel Wells was hastily recalled from the Mediterranean with his two carriers Glorious and Ark Royal. They arrived in Scapa Flow on 21 April, and the arrival of Glorious was duly noted in the diary of the SKL.

Eighteen Skuas and five Rocs of 800 and 801 Squadrons and twenty-one Swordfish of 810 and 820 Squadrons were taken onboard Ark Royal, in addition to one Walrus. Eleven Skuas of 803 Squadron went onboard Glorious in addition to eighteen Sea-Gladiators of 802 and 804 Squadron.13 Eighteen RAF Gladiators of 263 Squadron were also embarked on Glorious – these were to be flown off as soon as the base at Lesjaskogvann was ready to receive them and would not take part in any operations offshore.
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The British carrier Ark Royal. Destroyer Wren in support. (Charles E Brown)
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The British carrier Glorious. (Author’s collection)
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Blackburn Skua. (Ø Lamo collection)



Escorted by the cruisers Berwick and Curlew and the destroyers Hyperion, Hereward, Hasty, Fearless, Fury and Juno, the carriers made up the first proper Carrier Task Force for the Royal Navy. Not only were a large number of FAA carrier-borne aircraft to be employed in a prolonged, multi-task operation; they were also to be employed against land targets in co-operation with an army expedition corps. From a position 120 miles west of Trondheim, the task force was to provide air cover for the bridgeheads at Namsos and Åndalsnes, attack aircraft, ships and airstrips in the Trondheim area and disembark RAF Gladiators to operate inland. Virtually every aspect of this mission, collectively known as Operation DX, was a first.14

Admiral Wells’s staff issued detailed operational orders for the flying duties. The Sea-Gladiators and Swordfish would in general protect the task force, while the longer-range Skuas and Rocs would provide both ground attack and fighter support for the Allied troops ashore. The Stringbags would also take part in bombing attacks whenever the conditions were favourable. Glorious should at all times provide a flight of three Sea-Gladiators in the air above the task force, with another three on deck ready to fly off at short notice, while Ark Royal was to maintain an anti-submarine patrol of two Swordfish aloft ‘whenever submarine attack was likely’. These pickets were to be relieved simultaneously every two hours. Ark Royal would also keep some of her Rocs in readiness to join the Sea-Gladiators if necessary. The pilots were briefed not to chase enemy aircraft but remain near the carriers at all times and to be particularly alert for German flyingboats and reconnaissance aircraft shadowing the squadron.

Balancing the need for operating the carriers as close to shore as possible while keeping them out of reach of German air attacks turned out to be a difficult challenge. The further to seaward the carriers were, the greater the strain on the aircrews, and there would be an inevitable number of forced landings from pilots running short of fuel or simply not finding the carriers. Also, the longer the flying time to and from the area of operations, the less time over the bridgeheads.

The first operational sorties of Operation DX began at 16:35 on the 24th, shortly after the task force was at the intended location. Lieutenant William Lucy, the commander of 803 Squadron, led six Skuas from each carrier towards Åndalsnes, Dombås and Otta to drive off enemy aircraft attacking British and Norwegian forces. The patrol was an instant success and the appearance of the Skuas was a nasty surprise for the German bombers, which up to now had been virtually unhindered in their operations. One He111 from 4./KG 4 crashed in flames near Dombås, while another from 9./KG 4 was forced down south-east of Romsdalsfjorden. A third Heinkel, also from 9./KG 4, managed to crawl back to Fornebu and land, but was unserviceable thereafter.
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Lieutenant William Paulet Lucy, RN. (Simon Partridge collection)



While this mission took place, Squadron Leader Donaldson flew his Gladiators of 263 Squadron off from Glorious in the afternoon of the 24th. A Skua guided each flight of nine aircraft, and they all arrived safely at Lesjaskogvann, landing on the ice (see Chapter 5).

Lucy and the other Skuas landed on the carriers four hours after take-off with no ammunition left and almost empty fuel tanks, the flight having been at the limit of their endurance. Several of the aircraft had been hit, and only luck had prevented serious damage. Two of the Skuas from Ark Royal suffered engine failure just before reaching their ship and had to ditch. Destroyers picked up both crews, but the aircraft were lost, demonstrating the difficult balance between the security of the task force versus operational flexibility. One of the challenges for the Skua pilots was that they were only equipped with Admiralty coastal charts, which provided virtually no topographical information inland of the most prominent coastal mountains. Thus, flying inland with no visual references was one problem, and finding a fixed point for returning to the carrier was another. When it was time to fly back, a specific mountain had to be identified on the coast and a course set to intercept the carrier’s estimated position. This position of course was based on a projection of where the carrier had been at take-off some four hours earlier. Radio silence was strictly enforced and on several occasions aircraft had to turn back towards land as the fleet could not be found. Inevitably some pilots got lost and were never seen again.15
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Trondheim harbour and city, 22 April at 06:18. (National Archives, AIR 28/942)



During the night of 24/25 April, British intelligence (falsely) indicated there was a cruiser in Trondheim harbour, and in the early hours of the 25th, nine Skuas from Ark Royal’s 800 and 801 Squadrons, along with fourteen Swordfish from 820 and 810 and eleven Skuas from Glorious’s 803 Squadron flew off the carriers. The bomb-laden Swordfish aircraft headed for Værnes airfield and the temporary airstrip at Jonsvatnet. Nothing was found at Jonsvatnet, however – it had been abandoned some days earlier – so all the Stringbags eventually dropped their bombs at Værnes. The Skuas headed for Trondheim harbour and Thamshavn further west.16 Despite claims that a large number of aircraft and buildings were destroyed at Værnes and in the harbour – including hits on two ‘5,000-ton merchant ships’ at Trondheim and ‘two large oilers’ at Thamshavn – it appears that the actual achievements were somewhat less. Four Ju87 Stukas, one Ju52 and one hangar were destroyed at Værnes and two He115 seaplanes sunk in the harbour, according to German sources.17

Four Swordfish and six Skuas failed to return. One Skua was hit by A/A fire over the harbour and forced to land in shallow water at the head of Stjørnfjorden further west (Lieutenant Fraser-Harris and Leading Airman Russell).18 Five others lost their way and turned back to land near Namsos. One Swordfish of 810 Squadron crash-landed at sea just after take-off due to engine failure and one each from 810 and 820 Squadrons ditched on the way back – at least one of them due to flak damage. One Swordfish from 810 Squadron (Lieutenant Pardoe and Leading Airman Lloyd) lost its bearing and vanished. Except for Pardoe and Lloyd, all other men from the downed aircraft were picked up at sea or eventually returned to the British lines, helped by Norwegians. Still, it had been a costly raid, emphasising the risk to the pilots caused by the carriers having to stay so far offshore. Two fighter patrols, each of three Skuas from 800 Squadron, were also flown over Namsos that day, but apart from chasing away a few German reconnaissance aircraft, these flights were uneventful.19
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(Left) Bombs exploding over Værnes airfield on 25 April. (E Dreyer via L Gisnås). (Right) One Ju52 was destroyed during the attack. (Author’s collection)



After retrieving the aircraft from the Trondheim raid in the morning of the 25th, Admiral Wells sent a signal to the C-in-C, reporting that Operation DX had been completed as per initial orders. The destroyer screen was running low on fuel and the carrier force was now on a course back to Scapa Flow. Admiral Forbes replied that the carriers should remain and continue their operations. A new destroyer screen would be provided. Thus, at 07:25 on the 26th, the destroyers Grenade, Beagle, Fortune, Volunteer, Encounter and Escort took up positions around the carriers while the old screen was detached to Sullom Voe for fuel. Shortly after, the task force set course for the Norwegian coast again, preparing for another day of flying operations.20

Due to the destruction of the RAF Gladiators at Lesjaskogvann, the task of covering both bridgeheads again fell on the FAA aircraft. Attrition had taken its toll, though, and there were not enough machines left to maintain anything like a continuous fighter patrol over either. The request for support appeared most urgent from Romsdalsfjorden and priority was given to the southern area. The carriers stayed a minimum of 150 miles off the coast and flying in and out plus patrolling over land for as long as the fuel situation allowed meant that each sortie lasted some four to four and a half hours, straining pilots and aircraft alike; the maintenance crew worked literally day and night.

During a patrol over Åndalsnes on the 26th, six Skuas from 801 Squadron attacked three He111s of 5./KG 4. Of these, one got away while the second was seen to ‘lose height with smoke pouring from it’. Both these machines eventually made it back to Fornebu. The third Heinkel was attacked by Lieutenant Commander Peter Bramwell, CO of 801 Squadron, and Lieutenant Martyn. It had already been damaged over Åndalsnes by naval A/A fire, one engine was leaking oil and Feltwebel Richard Gumbrecht had few chances of escape. Being hit repeatedly, the He111 eventually crash-landed in the mountains south of Lesja. One of the four-man crew was dead. The other three were captured by Norwegian soldiers and spent the rest of the war in Canada.21 On the same day, 803 Squadron shot down one He111 from I/KG 26 and one from 9./LG 1 while several other bombers were damaged. One Skua was lost during this mission.22

During the next couple of days, claims were made by the carrier pilots for no less than twenty German aircraft shot down and an equal number damaged.23 These claims are not fully matched by the actual German losses though and there were Skua losses as well. In all nine Skuas were lost and two made unserviceable; and four Swordfish were lost.24

At midday on 27 April, Captain Richard Partridge, CO of 800 Squadron, launched his Skua from Ark Royal at 12:30 to patrol the Åndalsnes area; Lieutenant Robin Bostock was in the observer seat as usual. Two other Skuas followed. An hour later, shortly after crossing the coast, a He111 was sighted, having just attacked the sloop Flamingo. Partridge gave chase:


I guess our speed advantage over the German was only 10 to 15 knots. After 10 minutes with throttles jammed wide open I was at the same height as my quarry and gaining slowly but surely on him. 600 yards astern of him now and his rear gunner started firing at me, though I was hardly within his range for accurate shooting, but the thought did cross my mind that he might have a lucky shot! … I held my fire until I was about 400 yards astern when I opened up with a long burst, closed in to 300 yards and let him have the rest of 600 rounds per gun. I was now out of ammunition but the Heinkel had smoke pouring from his port engine and was being attacked from below by one of my other Skuas. He was losing speed and there was no fire coming from his rear gunner. My observer asked me to pull out on the beam of the enemy so that he could have a go with his rear gun, and I started to do this, then decided against it … Instead I called my other two aircraft off and when they had formed up on me and I asked my observer for a course back to the ship. There wasn’t much time left for us to continue the patrol and I was of no use without front gun ammunition. Then suddenly as I was swinging round onto our new course, my engine cut dead without warning and we were surrounded by a shattering silence …25



The He111 flown by Fänrich Horst Schopis of 9./KG 26 eventually crash-landed at Lake Heilstuguvatnet near Grotli. The rear-gunner, Unteroffizier Hans Hauck, was dead. The three survivors – one of whom, Unteroffizier Josef Auchtor, was wounded – set fire to the wreckage and started walking towards the valley through the deep snow.

Partridge and Bostock were also in dire straits. A bullet from the Heinkel had severed an oil pipe and the Skua’s engine had seized. The chase had lasted some twenty-six minutes and they had ventured far inland, well out of gliding distance from the sea. They were dropping fast towards the snowy mountains and having been totally absorbed by the chase neither had any idea where they were. A frozen lake with what appeared to be a road running beside it was the only flat surface within reach and Partridge set his aircraft down on that as carefully as he could. Fearing a fire and explosion, the two airmen scrambled out and ran some distance away. Nothing happened, and after a while they returned to secure what little useful equipment was available. To prevent the R-1110 Homing Beacon, W/T receiver and other equipment, as well as the codebooks, falling into German hands, Partridge set fire to the cockpit area of his aircraft by making holes in the fuel tanks with an axe and firing a Verey light at it from a safe distance.
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The grave of Unteroffizier Hans Hauck at the crash site at Grotli. (Author’s collection)



The British pilots were far from habitation, surrounded by deep snow. After struggling for hours, they finally arrived at some huts they had seen from the air, of which one had an open window. Inside, they found blankets, cookers and some food; they settled down, making themselves comfortable. Before long, however, a whistle was heard outside. Amazingly it was the surviving pilot of the downed He111! Lieutenant Bostock wrote:


Thinking it was a Norwegian patrol, Partridge went out to greet him, only to find him covered in swastikas and armed with a revolver and knife. He was blowing a whistle to attract the attention of his two comrades who were looking for shelter for the night. Eventually all three came up to the hut where we stood to greet them, feeling, in my case at any rate decidedly uneasy. They were all armed with revolvers and knives. However, they gave us a ‘King George VI’ salute and we ushered them into the hut. One was an officer (Lieutenant) about 23 years old, the other two being ratings.26



Neither group spoke the other’s language, but Schopis managed to convey that they had been shot down by three ‘Spitfires’ and Partridge and Bostock hurriedly explained that they themselves were bomber pilots, having been forced to land during a reconnaissance mission. In spite of being armed, the Germans showed no aggression. Still, the British airmen decided it was best to leave the hut and look for more neutral shelter. A larger building could be seen at the foot of a nearby hill and they continued through the snow towards the deserted Grotli Hotel, where they spent the night. Next morning Partridge and one of the Germans, who insisted in coming along, took off to look for help. Before they had gone far, a Norwegian ski-patrol arrived. They were very suspicious and in the confusion that followed, Feltwebel Karlheinz Strunk was unfortunately shot dead by one of the Norwegian soldiers, who claimed that the German had pulled his revolver. The remaining two German airmen, Pilot Schopis and the wounded Auchtor, were taken prisoner, while Partridge and Bostock were escorted to Ålesund, from where they returned to Britain onboard Manchester. After a short leave they picked up a new Skua and returned to Ark Royal.27
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Partridge and Bostock’s Skua as found at Lake Breidal by the Norwegian ski-patrol a few days later. (Liv Skogen via Ø Lamo)
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Partridge and Bostock (on the right) relax with members of the Norwegian ski-patrol while waiting to be escorted back to the British lines. (Liv Skogen via Ø Lamo)



Neither of the carriers was equipped with radar. The anti-aircraft cruiser Curlew, however, was fitted with an experimental Type 79 Z set, which under ideal conditions was expected to have an effective radius of 125 kilometres. In the morning of the 28th, conditions were good and the operators reported an unidentified, incoming echo. Four Sea-Gladiators were launched from Glorious and successfully intercepted a reconnaissance He111 of 1(F)/122 low on the water, about twenty kilometres from the task force. The Heinkel was attacked repeatedly, but managed to escape, seriously damaged.28 A few hours later, Curlew’s radar operators reported further incoming aircraft. These were three He111s coming to attack the carrier squadron. Thanks to the early warning, the ships were alert and at least one of the Heinkels was shot down. None of the ships was hit. These events were among the first-ever radar-controlled intercepts at sea.

During the afternoon of 28 April, Curlew was relieved by Sheffield, with her older Type 79 radar (or R.D/F as the devices were know at the time), which only had a range of seventy-five to eighty kilometres. Sheffield did not stay long, but when Valiant arrived on the 30th, equipped with an improved Type 279 system, this then gave a theoretical range of some 150 kilometres, up to ten thousand metres altitude, i.e. almost the full distance to shore. The radar crews forwarded range, bearing and estimated altitude of the incoming aircraft to the carriers, which passed them on by radio to the aircraft aloft, scrambling more if necessary. Information about fighter direction was still vague – the system was still in its infancy and worked only to a certain extent – nothing like the high-tech science it would become later in the war. Differentiating between friend and foe was particularly difficult and led to many confusing signals, lessening the impact of the technological advance. It was also found that due to inexperience – both in the radar rooms and among the communication teams – it was difficult not only to sort out which reports were important, but also how to forward them to the pilots in an understandable and efficient manner. On several occasions, the Gladiator pilots realised that they were probably being directed to chase echoes coming from their own aircraft.29

On the 27th April, Vice Admiral Aircraft Carriers Wells sent a signal to C-in-C Home Fleet, repeated to the Admiralty:


Maximum scale of Skua protection has been given today Friday. Scale will decrease rapidly. 25 per cent of Skuas already lost and others temporarily unserviceable. Carrier force has been in this necessarily restricted area for 3 days and advisability of remaining longer must be balanced with result obtained. Single carrier cannot provide continuous fighter patrol necessary for her own security. Impracticable to operate Skuas with Gladiators on deck. Propose retaining HMS Glorious tomorrow Saturday after which she and HMS Curlew must refuel. Aircraft crew have done splendid work and every Skua has been in action today.30



Glorious was running low on fuel and in the evening of the 27th, after another day of flying with losses on both sides, she was detached to refuel and take on replacement aircraft at Scapa Flow. During the transit, she was accompanied by the destroyers Hasty, Fury, Grenade, Escort, Encounter, Fortune, Volunteer and Beagle, leaving Hyperion, Hereward, Fearless and Juno, with the flag. Before departure, the four serviceable Skuas of Glorious transferred to Ark Royal. In a second strike on Værnes and Trondheim on the 28th by twelve Swordfish and six Skuas from Ark Royal, hangars and buildings were destroyed but little else achieved. The destroyers Paul Jacobi and Theodor Riedel were both in the dockyards at Trondheim undergoing repairs, but neither was sighted by the Skuas and so received no damage. The A/A fire was reported to be far more intense than four days earlier, particularly over Værnes. Several of the aircraft were hit, but all except one returned safely to the carrier.

The missing Skua, piloted by Midshipman Gallagher, lost contact with the rest of his squadron. Unable to find the carrier, he decided to return to Åndalsnes, where he landed safely at Setnesmoen. After refuelling and camouflaging his aircraft with branches during German bombing attacks, Gallagher took off again at dawn on the 30th and flew with his air-gunner, Naval Airman Halifax, alone and without maps across the North Sea, landing at Hatston some three hours later.31

Meanwhile, the air battles continued during the afternoon of the 28th, and at least four bombers were shot down. Flying virtually around the clock was intensive and the aircrews, who had been in action for five successive days, started ‘showing definite signs of strain’. Vice Admiral Wells suggested that Ark Royal should withdraw to the northwest for a forty-eight-hour respite. This was approved by the C-in-C, and at 16:15, with all aircraft onboard, the carrier, accompanied by Berwick, Sheffield, Hyperion, Fearless, Hereward and Juno, set course away from the Norwegian coast. Fearless was detached in the evening to Sullom Voe to refuel and at 21:00 the next day, Sheffield was detached for Romsdalsfjorden, according to orders from the C-in-C.

Nothing much happened over the next two days. During the morning of the 30th, Fearless rejoined the screen, while Juno was sent to refuel, and at 11:00, Valiant joined the task force, escorted by Fortune, Escort, Fury and Encounter.32

On the German side, any threat to the air superiority over southern Norway was considered so serious that it was decided to find and sink the carriers offshore. Some of the bomber pilots claimed that the aircraft attacking them had carried French markings, and it was believed that both Ark Royal and Bearn were in the area. Hence, Luftflotte 5 received instructions on the 29th to deploy a dense, continuous net of reconnaissance aircraft offshore the next day with as many as possible of the bomber aircraft standing by in Stavanger, Westerland and Værnes. Ark Royal had pulled away just in time, and nothing was found. By afternoon, the bombers standing by took off anyway, attacking targets of opportunity at Namsos and south of Trondheim.33

By now, it had been decided to evacuate the Allied forces from central Norway and Vice Admiral Wells was informed accordingly during the evening of the 30th. A course was plotted during the night to reach a position from where fighter patrols could be flown off at first light to cover Åndalsnes and Romsdalsfjorden. Once these convoys were clear of the coast, it was intended to move north and cover the evacuation from Namsos. Several patrols were flown during the day, but no German aircraft were encountered. Several reconnaissance aircraft were reported by Valiant’s radar, though, and it was clear that the task force was being shadowed. Rocs were scrambled to chase the shadowers away, but they managed to slip away each time. Occasional high-level and dive-bombing attacks were carried out by single aircraft, either from very high up or diving out of the sun. In spite of radar warning and fighter patrols, it appears to have been difficult to spot these aircraft, and even more difficult to intercept them. Despite this, no bombs hit, although there were some near misses.

At 10.05 on 1 May, the refuelled Glorious, accompanied by Acheron, Antelope and Beagle, rejoined the task force and her Sea-Gladiators took over the defence of the fleet. Glorious was expected to bring replacement fighters when returning and three Swordfish and the Walrus had been flown off Ark Royal to Hatston to give more space below deck. Poor weather prevented Glorious from embarking all the aircraft planned, however, and she only had onboard eighteen Sea-Gladiators of 802 and 804 Squadrons, twelve Swordfish of 823 Squadron, three Skuas and one Roc, none of which was transferred to Ark Royal.34

Re-approaching the Norwegian coast, the course was set north, towards a position from where the evacuation of Namsos could be supported; Åndalsnes had appeared quiet, and long-range Blenheims flying out of Scotland were being organised to cover Romsdalsfjorden. Glorious had six Gladiators constantly in the air, flying in two groups of three, and another three ready on deck – every flying operation meant turning the carriers onto a southerly course, into the light wind. At 15:20, the Luftwaffe arrived in earnest. Heinkel He115 seaplanes had continued to shadow the task force in spite of the fighter patrols and the German pilots knew exactly where to find the fleet, which at that point consisted of Ark Royal, Glorious, Valiant, Berwick and seven destroyers. Lieutenant Smeeton of 804 Squadron recounted:


At 15:20 we observed H.A. fire over the Fleet, and we climbed to 12,000 feet, the height of the bursts, but did not sight enemy aircraft. The Section remained at 12,000 feet, and at 15:40 H.A. fire was again observed. A Heinkel 111K was sighted well above this fire, and the section climbed to intercept. The enemy aircraft had released its bombs and was retiring on a course 120, at 16,000 feet. Blue 2 and 3, who were stepped up on Blue 1 managed to get in some short bursts from an almost stalled position under the enemy aircraft. Section then chased on a course 120, but were unable to close, due to enemy’s superior speed, and the chase was broken off.35



The large ships of the task force were zigzagging in line ahead: Ark Royal first, followed by Valiant, Glorious and Berwick, with the destroyers screening on each side. Four He111s came from astern, out of the sun. One stick of bombs landed less than a hundred metres to the starboard of Glorious, another even closer to Valiant. Taken by surprise, in spite of warnings from Valiant’s radar, the guns of the British ships only opened fire when the bombers were heading away, and the bursts were all exploding too low. The Gladiator patrols were too low to intercept. This was the first time Glorious had been under attack since WWI and when her 4.7-inch HA/LA guns opened fire it was the first time they had ever done so in anger.
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Ark Royal almost bracketed by a stick of bombs, most likely from a dive-bombing Ju88. (RAF CC)



Two more similar attacks came within half an hour, by single bombers, both sticks falling near Ark Royal. This time, the Gladiators were higher, but still the Heinkels managed to dive away at high speed once their bombs were released. The British fighters could only send a few bursts after them in a token gesture.36

A pause ensued until 18:23, when the Stukas arrived. These were long-range Ju87Rs of I/StG 1 operating out of Værnes-Trondheim with extra wing-mounted tanks and one centreline 500-kg bomb. In all, three waves of Stukas appeared, six machines in each group. The first wave was supported by five He111s, which made synchronised high-level attacks. A number of He115 floatplanes were also up to guide them out and back home again. Valiant’s radar operators detected the incoming aircraft some thirty to forty miles away, but could not say how many or what kind they were. Determined not to be caught on the wrong foot this time, the ships were in the highest state of readiness. A tense period of waiting ensued before the bombers were sighted coming in from the southwest with the sun behind them. Finally they banked over, one group aiming for each of the carriers and one for Valiant. All guns of the task force opened up on the dive-bombers and a very heavy barrage came up to meet them. Oberleutnant Heinz Böhme, Staffelkapitän of 2./StG 1 reported later that he was certain he had hit the Glorious, but all he achieved was a very near miss.

The Sea-Gladiators were in a favourable position to intercept, and three of them rolled onto the tail of the first group to dive down, one behind each Stuka. The Ju87 pilots were experienced hands and two of them managed to twist and turn out of the fire from the Gladiators until they broke off the pursuit for fear of their own A/A fire. Oberfeldwebel Erich Stahl was aiming his Stuka for Ark Royal. Unluckily for him, Lieutenant Jack Marmont of 802 Squadron chose to stay on his tail long enough to damage the Stuka so much that, after dropping his bomb, Stahl had to crash-land his aircraft into the sea. The Oberfeldwebel and his observer, Unteroffizier Friedrich Gott, were picked up by Encounter. In fact, the pursuing Gladiators were fortunate not to be seriously damaged or even shot down themselves – most were found afterwards to have numerous holes from flying through shrapnel from the ship’s A/A fire.

At 18.49, another group of Stukas attacked, this time concentrating on Glorious but again without scoring any hits. No ship was actually hit at all that day, though several had near misses. On pulling out of the dives after dropping their bomb, some of the Stukas attacked the destroyers with machine-gun fire. One brazen Stuka pilot molested the antisubmarine patrol when pulling away, badly damaging one of the Swordfish.37

Meanwhile, four Skuas of 803 Squadron, having flown off before the Stukas arrived, patrolled the Namsos bridgehead. There was fog in the area and the visibility was variable. To their horror, the Skuas found that their own ships opened up on them in spite of repeated firing of the recognition signal and flashing with Aldis lamps. Before they could get out of harm’s way, Sub-Lieutenant Brokensha’s aircraft was hit by fire from the destroyer Nubian and he had to crash-land in the sea. Both Brokensha and his observer, Petty Officer Andrews, were picked up by Nubian, but the episode created a great deal of anger amongst the FAA pilots.38

Further patrols over Namsos and the mouth of Namsfjorden sighted no German aircraft. Instead, the usual shadowing He115 was stalked on the way back to the carriers, forcing it to retire towards Trondheim.

At 19.22, Vice Admiral Aircraft Carriers informed Admiral Forbes that ‘he did not consider he was able any longer to maintain a position from which aircraft could give support to our forces’, and stated that he was ‘withdrawing to the north-west. The signal crossed one from the C-in-C, actually ordering the carrier task force northwards to be in a better position for attacks on Trondheim and protection of Namsos. At 22:30, Admiral Wells submitted another signal, ‘reporting the continuous shadowing and bombing of the Carrier Squadron during its slow progress northward’, arguing that the operation referred to in the last signal was no longer ‘practicable by a carrier force in this area’. Admiral Forbes and the Admiralty accepted this and allowed the carrier task force to return to Scapa Flow, leaving Åndalsnes and Namsos to be evacuated without air cover. It was probably not realised by either side at the time, but the Luftwaffe had temporarily gained the upper hand in the battle of the North Sea.
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The 2-pounder pom-pom crews of the Ark Royal had busy days off Norway. (Author’s collection)



In the morning of 3 May, the carrier force dropped anchor at Scapa Flow. Operation DX had been concluded.39

The most important lesson learned off Norway was that the Fleet Air Arm aircraft were thoroughly outdated and inferior in almost every respect – speed, range, endurance and firepower. Time and again, the Skuas, Sea-Gladiators and Rocs had been outperformed by the bombers they were supposed to intercept. The pilots of the FAA were first-class airmen but their machines were far from that standard.

Lieutenant Commander JC Cockburn, commanding officer of 804 Squadron, added some paragraphs to his mission report of 2 May to Vice Admiral Aircraft Carriers, stating that:


All aircraft of my Squadron were heavily handicapped operationally through having to fly at dangerously low revolutions in order to consume petrol [at a rate] to last the patrol. Times on patrol were often over half an hour in excess of the aircraft’s ‘safe’ endurance, as laid down by the makers and test pilots of the aircraft. All these combats bring out the following points very clearly: 1) The Gladiator has insufficient performance to chase and hold the aircraft employed by the enemy. 2) The time between sighting the enemy by our own pilots and the time the enemy drops his bomb is very short, therefore a high concentration of gunfire is required. Fleet Air Arm fighters should have at least eight front guns. 3) In order to save the Fleet turning into wind frequently, the Fleet Air Arm fighter should have a reasonable endurance, e.g. five hours. Paragraphs 1 and 2 above can be complied with by giving us Spitfires.40



During Operation DX off Norway, the FAA estimated that twenty-one German aircraft had been shot down or destroyed on the ground (not counting the seaplanes in Trondheim harbour) and a further twenty damaged – against a loss of thirteen aircraft destroyed and two rendered unserviceable. This seemed a reasonable rate of exchange at the time, but in fact the German losses were exaggerated and most probably did not exceed the British losses.





— 8 —

Cutting the Losses

More than a Shade of Luck

THE FINAL PHASE OF the battle for central Norway began on 27 April. In spite of an intense and rather successful British submarine offensive against the German supply convoys across the Skagerrak and Kattegat, the German strength in southern Norway continued to develop and the prospect of an Allied failure loomed. Churchill aired the idea of reviving Operation Hammer but was quickly vetoed by the CoS, who believed it was, if anything, more hazardous now than two weeks earlier. A proposal to disperse Mauriceforce and Sickleforce into small guerrilla groups was also abandoned. On the evening of 27 April, based on General Massy’s appreciation of the situation in central Norway, the Military Coordination Committee concluded that the evacuations from central Norway were necessary and should begin within three days.

The Allied campaign to recapture Trondheim, stem the German advance and create a basis for a sustainable opposition in central Norway had fallen apart. The two expeditionary forces, under separate control, were too far apart to support each other, straining scarce resources and complicating communication and supply. Both expeditions had been met by a tactically superior enemy, better trained, led and equipped. Above all, they found themselves fighting under virtually complete enemy air superiority, not only at the front line but also at the bridgeheads, hampering reinforcements. As far as the British government was concerned, the situation for the two forces was a single predicament. If one force was withdrawn, by default the other one would be too. Still, their geographical separation added to the challenge.

‘You want more than a shade of luck for an improvised campaign,’ General Ironside commented in his diary, adding that, besides the lack of luck, there were three main reasons for the failure in Norway: lack of sufficient trained troops in England, political changes of strategy and German air supremacy.1

Instructions to commence preparations for the evacuation of Sickleforce and Mauriceforce were authorised by General Ironside and endorsed the following day by the War Cabinet. Information that the evacuation had been decided upon in principle was telegraphed to both expedition corps in the afternoon of the 27th. The signal to Mauriceforce reached General Wiart late on the 27th and Paget in his forward area early the next morning. Both signals stressed that men were to be prioritised without regard to loss of equipment. The War Office estimated that there were 6,200 men to be evacuated from Namsos and 5,500 from Åndalsnes.2

It would fall to the Royal Navy to bring the expeditionary force home from Norway. Admiral Forbes ordered Vice Admiral Layton of the 18th Cruiser Squadron to take charge of the operations in Romsdalsfjorden and Vice Admiral Cunningham of the 1st Cruiser Squadron those at Namsos. Later, this was amended so that Vice Admiral Edward-Collins of 2nd Cruiser Squadron would be in charge in Romsdalsfjorden on the first night of evacuation and Layton on the second, as Manchester and Birmingham had to refuel at Scapa Flow first. To supplement the cruiser squadrons, Southampton was released from Narvik and Sheffield, temporarily assigned to Ark Royal’s screen, was detached to meet up with 2nd Cruiser Squadron.3

Due to the departure of the aircraft carriers, direct air support would be restricted to the one-hour patrols over Romsdalsfjorden by long-range Blenheim fighters, supplemented by Hudson bombers to give partial protection to the convoys coming out of Åndalsnes. Namsos would be entirely out of range. To compensate, the RAF aimed to do their utmost with indirect support. Bombing attacks were staged at Sola, Fornebu and Aalborg. As long as Værnes remained intact, however, the efforts were largely in vain.

General Paget was concerned about the reaction from General Ruge and the Norwegian government to the news of the decision to evacuate. The arrangement with Ruge, by which Paget had taken command in Gudbrandsdal, had also given him a moral obligation to consider the safety of the Norwegian troops at his flanks and behind the British lines. In the back of Paget’s mind was also a consideration of the possibility that the Norwegians might be so disgusted, unless he handled matters well, that they might refuse to pull out – or alternatively come to terms with the Germans, putting his troops in peril. Accompanied by his chief of staff, Lieutenant Colonel Nicholson, and his Norwegian liaison officer, Oberstløytnant Beichmann, General Paget broke the news to General Ruge on the morning of 28 April. The meeting was awkward for both parties. According to Paget, Ruge ‘took the news quietly [as if he had] anticipated it, but he spoke strongly of the betrayal of his country …’ Ruge suggested that they should appeal to the War Office to revoke the order and rather ask for significant reinforcements. A brief telegram to General Ironside – stating that a withdrawal ‘would completely overthrow plan of operation as previously given by your representatives here’ – was drafted and sent before Paget left. Ruge assured Paget that he would not let him down but continue to co-operate, provided that Paget would cover the withdrawal of the Norwegian forces as well. Paget also sent a telegram to the CIGS, saying that the evacuation was ‘undesirable’. The answer received through General Massy made it clear that the decision was made and the evacuation would take place, as there was no possibility of providing adequate air support.4

General Wiart suddenly considered an evacuation from Namsos ‘unsound in every way’ and stated in a signal to the War Office on 1 May that he would ‘prefer to retain Phillips’ Brigade and French to deny Namsos to enemy’. Massy’s answer was not to be misunderstood: ‘There is no, repeat no, question of any British or French troops being left behind at Namsos.’5

Foreign Minister Koht and Defence Minister Ljungberg were informed by Ruge during the afternoon of the 28th that the British were planning to evacuate Romsdal and hence give up all attempts to stem the German northward advance. They immediately called Minister Dormer and told him ‘how destructive it would be if the orders to evacuate were kept.’ The Germans would have open access to Trondheim and the whole of southern Norway would come under German occupation. Despondent, Koht held that the order was ‘mindless’ and indicated that the consequences could be that the Norwegian government might give up the fighting. He asked Dormer if this meant a shift in British policy regarding Norway. Dormer, who in all likelihood was not informed of the withdrawal prior to the meeting, could do nothing but promise to find out more.6

To Koht’s despair, Dormer confirmed next morning, in a meeting which also included Nygaardsvold, that the decision was irreversible. The only thing he had to offer was for King Haakon and the government to be taken to England or northern Norway onboard a British cruiser that same night. Prime Minister Nygaardsvold felt betrayed and did little to hide it. Dormer later wrote that he ‘feared the Government might throw their hands in’, but Defence Minister Ljungberg spoke up for once, taking a very pragmatic view, and initiating a discussion of when it might be best to depart and who should come along. Nygaardsvold gave in, but later wrote:


This was a hard blow to us all. It could not be understood in any other way than as an acknowledgement of defeat and that they now wanted to leave at least all of Southern Norway and perhaps Trøndelag to the Germans … We had no choice. If we wanted to continue the fight for a free Norway, we would have to accept the offer from the British Government to be taken northwards. From now on, we would have to concentrate on the defence of Northern Norway.7



Shortly after, Dormer was informed that King Haakon and the government had agreed to leave Norway. The information was forwarded to London and within hours, Captain Frank Pegram of the cruiser Glasgow received orders to depart Scapa Flow with haste and head for Molde to embark King Haakon, Crown Prince Olav, members of the government, the Allied legations and their staffs, and the Norwegian gold reserves.8

In London, the Norwegian Minister Colban met with Alexander Cadogan of the Foreign Office on both the 28th and 29th. He learned that the British forces were facing ‘great difficulties’ in Norway, but Cadogan evaded the issue when asked by Colban if a retreat was being planned. Only when Colban was received by Halifax on the 30th, did he learn the truth.9

Evacuation from Romsdalsfjorden

In General Paget’s instructions regarding the evacuation, it was underlined that maximum use was to be made of Molde in preference to Åndalsnes, mainly as the former was closer to open sea and significantly less damaged by bombing – so far. The challenge was to get the troops there. The road was useless for anything but small-vehicle traffic, and any ship on the fjord would be heavily attacked by German aircraft during daytime. This left only the short hours of darkness for transfer to Molde by ship – a solution that was far from adequate as there were hardly any undamaged ships to be found. Some RAF and naval personnel set off on foot towards Molde – on their way they would need the ferry to cross the fjord, however, and few of them got further than Åfarnes.10

The final withdrawal in Gudbrandsdal began in the late hours of the 28th. By daylight next morning all Allied troops were beyond Otta, close to Dombås or already past the town. To secure the retreat, General Paget ordered extensive demolition of bridges, roads and railway lines as his forces pulled back in an orderly manner. Norwegian ski-units covered the flanks. During the 30th, the remaining British forces south of Dombås and the Norwegian units holding the northern front began falling back through Dombås into the Romsdal valley. German interference was limited and held in check by the British rearguard, assisted by Norwegian artillery. At least three German tanks were destroyed between Otta and Dombås. The road from the Dombås plateau towards Romsdalsfjorden was in poor condition and the railway line was used to maximum effect to bring the troops down the gorges of the Rauma River. The last train, which had been held back by the Norwegian railway staff in a nearby tunnel until needed, left Dombås for Åndalsnes around 23:00 on the 30th. The Green Howards rearguard followed half an hour later in lorries, blowing up the railway line at intervals, plus any bridges they found.11
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German motorcycle units prepare the final move towards Otta and Dombås in the morning of 27 April. (Author’s collection)



Løytnant Michelet of Ruge’s staff later wrote of the trip he and some of the other officers made by car past Dombås towards Romsdal:


It was interesting. Up the Gudbrandsdal valley towards Dovre we passed small groups of unarmed British soldiers, heading north. In the other directions came groups of Norwegian boys dressed as civilians, heading home through the German lines. These were men who had fought in Østerdal where things had already ended. Heading down towards Romsdal during the night, we caught up with the last of the Norwegian soldiers having fought in Gudbrandsdal. There was a steady stream of vehicles and men moving towards the coast. Tall banks of snow on each side of the road added to the general thaw and made conditions very difficult.12



The success of the withdrawal from Dombås must partly be ascribed to the fact that the Luftwaffe was concentrating its attentions on Åndalsnes, Molde and Namsos, leaving the German land forces approaching the plateau largely without air support. Some aircraft returned to harass the retreating troops at times, but the majority of the Allied soldiers arrived at Åndalsnes, tired but safe, during 1 May.13

Just before midnight on 30 April the spearheads of Generalmajor Pellengahr’s 196th ID moved into Dombås. The next day, the two arms of the northward German advance met at Hjerkinn, and the connection between Oslo and Trondheim was fully open to the Germans. To avoid being captured and detained, the first of the Norwegian soldiers no longer needed were demobilised on the same day and told to get home as best they could.14
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Surrendered Norwegian soldiers are led down the Gudbrandsdal valley to captivity. Most of them would be released by the summer. (Author’s collection)



During the last days of April, virtually all remaining buildings in Åndalsnes were destroyed. Dense, choking smoke lay over the town from the burning houses and depots. The Setnesmoen barracks and aerodrome were also targeted, as was the nearby village of Veblungsnes. For the first time, the attacks continued into the night – helped by the light of the numerous fires. It was a constant fear for the British that one of the transport vessels would be sunk alongside the quay, disrupting the embarkation. Should the wharf become too congested, a chance hit might cause many casualties, and it was decided to move only groups of one hundred down to the pier at a time. There was by this time little left to destroy, however, and the attacks dwindled away. It appears that Luftwaffe Command did not realise that an evacuation was being undertaken in Romsdalsfjorden until it was too late to interfere, and none of the ships was significantly damaged.15

Molde was raided heavily on the 28th. A mixture of HE and incendiary bombs, supplemented by machine-gun fire using ample tracer ammunition, was most effective against the town, which was almost entirely wood-built. By nightfall, the houses along the seafront were little more then smoking ruins, in part fuelled by a lucky hit on a fuel dump, carelessly hidden by the British too near the harbour. Lieutenant Commander Roper of Amazon wrote:


Molde and Åndalsnes had been incessantly bombed from 10:00–18:00 for the preceding ten days, and all work had to be carried out at nights. Telephones were defective and all lines were tapped by spies. Two out of three fast motor boats, normally used for communications, had been sunk during the raids that day. From what little I saw, [Molde] had suffered great damage. Glass and contents of shops were strewn in the streets, which were also blocked in places by heaps of bricks and other debris. Fortunately incendiary bombs had either not been used or had been ineffective … A huge crater gaped in the middle of the concrete main wharf, but the latter was still serviceable for unloading. The majority of the warehouses and buildings near the wharf had collapsed.16



Kristiansund further north was bombed systematically from 28 April to 1 May and largely destroyed, though there were no military objectives there. Of the town’s 1,500 houses, 724 were totally destroyed and another 120 left more or less uninhabitable. There were no anti-aircraft defences in or around the town and the population and the prisoner-of-war guard-company could only watch the destruction helplessly.17 A number of civilian ships, which had sought shelter in the harbour, were also sunk.

Though defined as legitimate military targets in Berlin by Hitler’s order, the indiscriminate destruction of civilian property seemed particularly meaningless to most Norwegians. It created a strong hatred for the Germans and all things German, which was to last throughout the war, and a long time after. The bombing of the hospital ship Brand IV on 29 April was another German atrocity that created widespread anger. The ship, well marked with red crosses and other internationally recognised symbols, was on its way to Åndalsnes from Ålesund to pick up the wounded when it was bombed and machine-gunned repeatedly by two German aircraft. Five people were killed, among them one doctor and two nurses, and twelve were wounded.

*   *   *
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(Left) Molde burning on 28 April. (Romsdalsmuseet). (Right) Kristiansund was also systematically bombed. (Author’s collection)
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The British cruiser Glasgow. (Wright and Logan)



During Monday 29 April, the Luftwaffe destroyed what was left of the wharf and harbour area of Molde. By nightfall the lower part of the town was ablaze and there was utter chaos everywhere. Denny’s signal to C-in-C Home Fleet and the Admiralty at 14:32 was short and not to be misunderstood: ‘Molde in flames. No communication with Åndalsnes and improbable that it can be regained. Fire spreading. Possibility W/T station may have to be evacuated.’18

Offshore, Captain Pegram was approaching Romsdalsfjorden with Glasgow, covered by the destroyers Jackal and Javelin. At 18:30 two He111s attacked, but the bombs were dropped from high altitude and easily avoided. Entering the fjord, three large columns of smoke could be seen, one over Ålesund, one over Kristiansund and one over their destination Molde, which was burning fiercely with German bombers still at work. At 22:10, Glasgow secured alongside the quay in central Molde. The inner end of the jetty and some wooden sheds were on fire, but a light onshore wind kept the flames away from the ship and once alongside, fire parties managed to douse the nearest flames using their hoses. Jackal and Javelin remained in the fjord. They were twice attacked by a low-flying bomber strafing the ships, but it was driven off and no damage sustained.

It had been arranged for the diplomats and civilian evacuees to assemble just outside the town at 21.30.19 Unusually, some bombers were still overhead, dropping incendiaries indiscriminately to keep the fires going and attacking what they could see in the light of the burning city. When the ministers started moving towards the jetty in some of the remaining cars, a He111 approached, dropping incendiaries, which forced them to abandon their cars and hasten towards the cruiser on foot. Shocked, they watched the furnace in awe. Nygaardsvold wrote:


The whole town was an inferno. We halted in the outskirts and past us there were a steady stream of refugees; cars, horse-drawn carts, hand-carts, barrows and prams being used to carry precious belongings … Just as we arrived in the centre of town, the steeple of the main church collapsed. There was indescribable turmoil and confusion everywhere … At last we reached the quay. The whole area was ablaze. The British cruiser Glasgow, a solid 11,000 tons, had turned on all her fire-hoses and poured a Niagara-falls of water onto the docks. Covered by these masses of water we embarked the cruiser.20
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Moving through the streets of central Molde was a challenge by foot or by vehicle. (Romsdalsmuseet)



Some managed to get onboard from the jetty. Others, such as King Haakon, Prince Olav and Koht, climbed, somewhat undignified, onboard from the small coastal steamer Legona shortly before 23:00, as they could not make it to the gangway through the fires. The blazing town of Molde was a sad and eerie sight for King Haakon and his ministers. Executive Officer Commander Cuthbert observed from Glasgow’s bridge:


In the meantime, a little puffer had come alongside our starboard side and from it, up the pilot ladder clambered the tall figure of His Majesty followed by the Crown Prince. They were both in field uniform which, indeed, they had not had off for days and their personal luggage required no large working party for its sum total was a couple of suitcases and haversacks. Following in the wake of the King came men and women of many nationalities and many styles of dress carrying odd pieces of hand luggage; the obvious privations they had endured may perhaps give us some excuse for not at once recognising the Norwegian Government and the Corps Diplomatique.21



While the dignitaries were taken below to wardrooms and cabins, the trawlers Northern Pride, Argyllshire, Stella Capella and Wistaria came alongside to offload wounded trawlermen. Other soldiers and sailors came onboard across the gangways. Royal Marine John McBride recounted:


The smoke was rising to high overhead and so left the ship clear. From the ship, we could see the hill which was Molde. I believe the town was made mostly of wood and every building appeared on fire including the church which I could see clearly ablaze. I saw the church steeple topple … The noise was intense. We were so near the crackle and burning and the crashes as a building fell and lit up everything around it again and again so vividly. We seemed to be in a world of our own, for looking to starboard was complete darkness.22




[image: ]

The main church of Molde burning on the night of 29/30 April. The steeple appears to have collapsed and there is not much left of the framework, so it is probably around midnight. (Romsdalsmuseet)



On the insistence of the government, parts of the remaining Norwegian gold reserves, which had been transported to Molde from Åndalsnes by road and stored in a factory basement, were brought onboard the cruiser. The crates arrived – partly by lorry, partly by puffer. They were heavy and the loading took some time in spite of every man not at action stations or standing by in the engine room being detailed to haul the load onboard. Eventually, Captain Pegram, who wished to get out of harm’s way with his precious human consignment before daylight, decided to halt the loading of the gold. He gave the order to let go fore and aft and make for the open sea at 01:10 on 30 April. Some twenty-three tons had been taken onboard; about fourteen tons were left behind.23

Just as Glasgow was slipped, backing away from the jetty, another He111 swooped low overhead using the illumination from the fires to target the cruiser, but none of the bombs hit.24 Commander Howard-Johnston later wrote:


Trawlers were getting clear from alongside Glasgow at the same time Glasgow commenced to cast off from the jetty. At this moment the drone of enemy planes was heard. Northern Pride with Argyllshire astern cleared to the westward at full speed and the bombers coming low in the darkness let go their bombs which fell 50 yards ahead of Northern Pride. As they passed over, the position of the aircraft could be seen by their tracers stabbing towards Glasgow who opened fire with multiple pom-poms. This was a magnificent sight, the cruiser going full speed astern silhouetted in the flames of the blazing town … and bright bursts of the pom-poms and white pencil lines of aircraft tracers cutting the darkness.25



Once clear of the light from the fires, Captain Pegram ordered ceasefire to try to hide in the darkness. This worked and the attacks concentrated on the destroyers and the trawlers. There were no navigation lights burning in the fjord and to avoid the skerries lining Molde harbour, Glasgow’s pilot officer used a stop watch and dead reckoning. He had pre-calculated a course for the cruiser and Pegram trusted him sufficiently to go astern for a significant distance before turning around and heading down the fjord at high speed. Once safely off the coast, course was set northwards, Jackal and Javelin falling in.26

Of the 277 evacuees embarked on Glasgow at Molde, twenty-eight were Norwegians. In addition to the king and crown prince, eleven members of the government were onboard, as well as some civil servants. The rest were British officers and men of the base staff, international diplomats and 117 survivors from the sunken trawlers, including some wounded.

Captain Denny and Kommandør Gottwald remained in Molde with about a dozen men to assist in the final evacuation. The rest of the Norwegian civilian administration and the remaining gold left on the steamer Driva. She was attacked by a He115 and grounded the next day, but the gold and most of the passengers were transhipped to some large puffers and arrived safely in Tromsø a few days later.

The sloop Fleetwood, which had relieved the damaged Black Swan a few days earlier rapidly expended her ammunition once more and headed for home early in the morning of the 30th. Before leaving, she embarked 340 men from the bridgehead, about forty of them wounded – an impressive number of passengers for her size.

At 20:25 on the 30th, Admiral Edward-Collins brought the cruisers Galatea, Arethusa, Sheffield and Southampton past Bjørnsund Lighthouse and into Romsdalsfjorden, covered by Wanderer, Walker and Westcott. Captain D(6) Nicholson followed with the Tribals Somali, Tartar, Mashona and Sikh and the transports Ulster Prince and Ulster Monarch.27 Passing Budadjupet into the fjord, Somali and Mashona took the lead, sweeping with their asdics, and being prepared to engage any German land forces that might have reached the sides of the fjord. At Åndalsnes, Galatea and Arethusa in turn took onboard the remnants of the 148th Brigade from alongside the concrete quay. Westcott and Walker brought off the majority of the Primrose marines, berthing outside the ships already moored there and bringing them to Sheffield and Southampton, which anchored in the fjord. In all, Westcott transferred some 575 men to Sheffield, which then sailed at 01:00, having picked up nineteen wounded as well. Arethusa sailed at 01:15 with 518 passengers and Galatea half an hour later with 565. Walker and Westcott were ordered to wait for stragglers, but to leave no later than 03:15.
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Only a few houses were left undamaged in Åndalsnes. (Author’s collection)



Meanwhile, Tartar and Ulster Prince were dispatched towards Molde to pick up the remaining contingent there. Mashona went to Veblungsnes while Sikh and Wanderer picked up the men at Åfarnes – in all some 250, including many from the RAF. Shortly before midnight, Wanderer grounded off Åfarnes. She was hard aground by the stern and Sikh had to apply considerable force to pull her off. Her evacuees were later taken onboard Southampton, which had already picked up two hundred men from Åndalsnes, and she limped home.28 Løytnant Münster was at Åfarnes together with part of his crew. He later wrote:


A destroyer arrived to embark the British troops. It manoeuvred close to some shallows and I strode across to a group of officers, offering to be of assistance as I was very familiar with the fjord. One of them answered that the Royal Navy did not need any assistance navigating their ships. Shortly after the ship went aground … During the night there was a lot of activity attempting to get her off and a second destroyer eventually arrived in assistance. The way they prepared the tow however, I could see that they were actually pulling the fore-ship as well onto the shallow, so I again offered my assistance to help getting her off. This time I was rebuffed with the answer that nobody knew anything about a ship being aground. I suppose it was the fear of spies that made them answer in such a manner. At dawn, the destroyer came afloat and was towed down the fjord.29



The 2,200 men embarked that night were ‘dead-beat and ravenously hungry’ but still ‘well-disciplined and orderly’, according to British reports. Norwegian reports add that there was a certain anxiety among some that they might be left behind and at times the discipline faltered a bit. As the soldiers approached the harbour, equipment and unnecessary tackle was left behind and the roadside outside Åndalsnes was strewn with military supplies. The evacuation was nevertheless effective and no major episodes of any kind were reported. A few aircraft appeared, releasing half a dozen bombs at Ulster Monarch, Walker and Westcott just before 03:00, but there was no damage.30

At Molde, Tartar and Ulster Prince arrived at 22:45 to embark those still remaining, including Foley and Reid, Lieutenant Colonel Clarke, Captain Denny and his staff, Admiral Diesen and other Norwegian officers as well as some civilians. A few British soldiers and some Swedish volunteers – who would face a firing squad if captured by the Germans – were also taken onboard. There were around 150 people all told. General Ruge refused to come onboard, though, as the ship would not take him straight to another Norwegian port. He did not wish to leave Norway and go to Britain, even for a short period. Instead, Ruge insisted that arrangements should be made to enable him and his staff to proceed directly to northern Norway. He agreed with Foley and Denny, before they left, that he would wait for twenty-four hours for a British ship to take him north. If nothing had arrived by then, he would make his own arrangements.31 All ships were out of the fjord by first light on 1 May.

During the morning, Auckland and later Calcutta arrived from Scapa Flow to provide A/A defence for the soldiers still ashore. Determined attacks on the two ships occurred during the afternoon and orders came from Admiral Forbes to withdraw ‘if bombing is severe’, pending the night’s convoy. They concurred and, supporting each other, reached open water, where the attacks petered out.32

At 19:00, the 18th Cruiser Squadron – Admiral Layton with Manchester and Birmingham, accompanied by the destroyers Inglefield, Delight and Diana – were sighted off Romsdalsfjorden by Calcutta and Auckland. A little later Somali and Mashona appeared, detailed for a second night’s service. All ships fell in, heading up the fjord to pick up the remaining men at Åndalsnes.33 No sooner did the squadron enter the mouth of Romsdalsfjorden in the evening than the aircraft attacks resumed, but the many guns of the cruisers kept them at height and no ships were damaged. At least one aircraft was shot down. Somali was detached to Ålesund to embark Major Lumley and the remaining two hundred Primrose men still there, while Diana was diverted to Molde to embark General Ruge and his staff and take them directly to Tromsø.34 The five remaining A/S trawlers in the fjord were instructed to depart independently for Scapa Flow after picking up any stragglers they could find and be out of harm’s way by daylight.

Like Admiral Edward-Collins the night before, Layton had been given no written orders and decided on the disposition of his ships as they progressed up the fjord towards Åndalsnes. It was highly uncertain how many men actually remained to be evacuated. Admiral Layton wrote:


Molde was seen to be badly on fire and covered with a thick pall of smoke. On approaching the arm of Romsdals Fiord on which Aandalsnes is situated the glow of another great fire could soon be seen and a nearer view showed this to be the village of Grytten south-west of Aandalsnes which was ablaze from end to end and appeared to have been recently set afire by incendiary bombs … My force arrived off Aandalsnes at 22:45.35



The cruisers dropped anchor, while Delight, Mashona and Inglefield went alongside the undamaged part of the wharf, which was too small to take the cruisers. By 01:00 on 2 May, nearly 1,300 men had been ferried to the cruisers, including eight German prisoners of war. Admiral Layton, having confirmed with General Paget (who embarked on Manchester) that there was only the rearguard left, ordered his ships to depart as soon as they were ready. On the way down the fjord, Mashona picked up about a dozen trawler crew and stragglers from a Norwegian drifter. Half an hour later, Calcutta departed with 718 men onboard while Auckland was left alongside to wait for Sickleforce’s rearguard. Commander Hewitt was told to expect about 200 troops – in all, 241 turned up for extraction. Nobody wanted to stay any longer than necessary, so the dirty, cold and worn-out men were shoved unceremoniously onboard the congested sloop, which cast off just before 02:00.

The German bombers stayed away during the night. Only some of the ships were briefly attacked while passing through the outer fjord at dawn, the few bombs dropped doing no harm. All ships, including the trawlers, had reached Scapa Flow safely by the morning of 3 May.36

In all, over five thousand men were evacuated from Romsdalsfjorden. Of these, 875 were navy and Royal Marines, 122 RAF, 150 legation and other officials and thirty-one Norwegians. Most of the evacuees brought with them only what they wore and could carry – very little of the heavy equipment was retrieved. All A/A and anti-tank guns were lost. The British casualties in this theatre amounted to 1,400 men, of which the majority were prisoners of war.37
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British prisoners of war from both Sickleforce and Mauriceforce were gathered outside Trondheim before being transported to various German prisoner-of-war camps for five gruelling years. Note the young boy on the steps. (Author’s collection)



*   *   *

King Haakon, the government and General Ruge were all determined to continue the fight. They believed that with Allied help the German advance could be stemmed in the north and a base developed from which the country could be re-conquered. Many officers and men agreed and they tried to arrange transport for as many as possible to go northwards to join the still-fighting forces in northern Norway. Kommandør Gottwaldt had several vessels requisitioned and sent them off as soon as they could be filled. The two auxiliaries Commonwealth and Hval V left Ålesund on 1 May heading for Tromsø. They lost contact during the night, but both continued independently. Hval V arrived safely in Tromsø on 4 May. Commonwealth, however, was found by roaming German bombers off Grip during the morning of the 2nd. A series of near misses damaged her hull beyond repair and the crew reluctantly abandoned her.38

Other men were allowed to return to their farms as spring was approaching and the ground needed to be prepared. In particular, many from IR 11 were local men and did not wish to leave their families and livelihood behind to an uncertain German occupation. Most of the lower ranks were dismissed during 2 and 3 May.39 The C-in-C of 2nd Division, General Hvinden Haug was authorised to capitulate on behalf of the Norwegian forces and did so on 3 May.40

During the morning of 2 May the first units of 13th Machine-Gun Battalion and IR 345 moved into the ruins of Åndalsnes. The town was littered with stores and equipment, mostly still in their transport boxes, but not a single British or Norwegian soldier was to be seen. Apart from some isolated minor detachments in Østerdal and in the mountains west of Gudbrandsdal, all organised military resistance south of Trondheim had ceased.41

On the 4th, the British Air Ministry issued a secret signal to Bomber, Fighter and Coastal Commands – authorising attacks on any ships underway, merchant or otherwise, and irrespective of its flag, if encountered within ten miles of the Norwegian coast south of 61° N, and anywhere east of 6° E in the Skagerrak. Ships at anchor could be attacked if definitely identified as enemy.42 For all practical purposes, southern Norway had been given up by London and was considered in enemy hands.
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The Alied defeat was total, tinged with the bitterness of abject failure. (Author’s collection)



Evacuation from Namsos

Extricating the Allied expeditionary corps from Namsos turned out to be a relatively simple operation compared to Romsdalsfjorden. First, the advance had not been as far away from the bridgehead as in Gudbrandsdal, and secondly, there was limited German pressure on the northern front after the capture of Steinkjær. Quite to the contrary, the French–Norwegian counter-attack, planned by Général Audet and Oberst Getz, had to be halted, creating a significant embarrassment with the Norwegian command, which was not to be informed, far less involved, in the decision to withdraw. The British and French troops were quietly pulled back in a series of minor movements to avoid German attention and reduce congestion at the bridgehead. This was generally successful and by the morning of 2 May, most of the Chasseurs and the British battalions were inside or close to the perimeter of the bridgehead. Rearguards of the Hallamshires held the bridge at Bangsund, and ski-units of the 13th Chasseur Battalion operated towards Hjellebotn to prevent German reconnaissance. The movements of the Chasseurs were explained to the Norwegian liaison officers as a need to regroup for the attack on Steinkjær while maintaining troops available for a parallel advance on Agdenes Fort.

A signal from General Massy in London to Wiart suggested sending as many men as possible north along the road towards Mosjøen. General Wiart protested strongly: the road northward was not suitable for a large force, he argued, and a small force would not survive such a movement. In the end, it was agreed to send a small force to Mosjøen by ship and nothing overland.43

It is interesting to note that the SKL on 1 May speculates in its diary that the evacuated troops from south of Trondheim would be moved north to Namsos or even further north and would not be taken home. Even if they were satisfied that the Allied landings in Romsdalsfjorden were not sustainable, it appears they believed the British to be much stronger north of Trondheim.44
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The French cruiser Montcalm. (Y Grangeon collection)



The responsibility for the evacuation of Mauriceforce (Operation Klaxon) was given to Vice Admiral Cunningham, 1st Cruiser Squadron. He left Scapa Flow on 29 April with the cruisers Devonshire, York and Montcalm and the French transports El Djezaïr, El Kantara and El Mansour, covered by the destroyers Afridi, Nubian, Hasty, Imperial and Bison.45 Off Norway, the destroyers Kelly, Grenade, Griffin and Maori, which had sailed in advance, fell in. General Wiart reported the number of men to be taken out of Namsos to be 5,700 and it was planned to use the nights of 1 and 2 May to conclude the re-embarkation, using the transports on the first night and the cruisers on the second.

At nightfall on 1 May, Namsos emerged beneath a clear, moonlit sky, which gave the Luftwaffe the opportunity to continue pounding the bridgehead throughout the night. At the mouth of the fjord, a dense layer of low fog sheltered the ships, but made navigation very hazardous.46 The fog eventually forced Admiral Cunningham to turn back and hold the task force offshore for another twenty-four hours. If at all possible the evacuation would have to be concluded during one short night. There was nothing Generals Wiart or Audet could do about that, other than order the troops standing by to bivouac and wait for the next night.47

Maori missed the signal to turn to seaward and at around 22:00 reported herself near Kya Lighthouse, which marked the entrance to the fjord, with a visibility of about two cables. On hearing this, Captain D(5) Mountbatten of Kelly asked the admiral if he could join Maori, accompanied by Grenade and Griffin, to see if it would be possible to take the four destroyers to Namsos, embarking as many troops as possible. Admiral Cunningham approved and the four destroyers proceeded slowly up the fjord, using asdic to verify water depth. By the time they emerged in the clear part of the fjord, it was 05:00. Daylight was approaching and when a German reconnaissance aircraft was sighted, Mountbatten decided the risk had become too high. He reversed course to regain the cover of the fog and await the arrival of the rest of the ships next evening.

The fog concealed the ships, but on one occasion Maori ventured towards the edge of the fog bank and unknowingly protruded her masthead above the murk. The result was a stick of six small bombs landing very close to the port side of the destroyer. The rearmost burst abreast the torpedo tubes, with the rest diverging at an angle to the ship. The aircraft was neither seen nor heard. Shrapnel damage was extensive, but, except for losing parts of the W/T aerial, not crippling. Casualties were incurred among the A-gun crew and below deck on the port side. Three men died and twenty-one were wounded.48
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The British destroyer Kelly. (Imperial War Museum A2908)



Due to the delay and the obvious heavy presence of the Luftwaffe over Namsos, Admiral Cunningham wished to conclude the evacuation in a single night:


I was convinced that to attempt to spread evacuation over two nights would be courting disaster. I therefore decided in any case to throw enough shipping into Namsos on first night to permit of complete evacuation and, if the General was unable to disengage his troops in time to take advantage of the opportunity thus afforded, to endeavour to evacuate the remnant in the remaining cruisers and destroyers the following night. In coming to this decision, I was much influenced, firstly by the gallant bearing of Admiral Cadart and by his confidence in his ability to place two of his transports simultaneously, and subsequently the third, alongside the stone pier; and secondly by my own conviction, formed from discussions on 29th April with Captain Lees of H.M.S. Calcutta and Commander Ravenhill of H.M.S. Nubian, both lately returned from Namsos, that the present reports upon the damage to the wooden pier were somewhat overdrawn.49



In the early morning of the 2nd, Rear Admiral Vivian in Carlisle joined up with the force 130 miles offshore. The two admirals discussed the situation whereafter Cunningham ordered Carlisle to proceed to Namsos to prepare the embarkation of all remaining troops in one night. Arriving at 20:00 on 2 May, Vivian consulted with Generals Wiart and Audet. He told them it was essential that the last troopship should be loaded by 02:00 the next morning, so that all might be clear of the fjord by 03:30. Guns and equipment would only be taken onboard as far as it did not affect this timetable. General Wiart was doubtful that it would be possible to evacuate the bridgehead in one night, but later had to acknowledge that he ‘… thought it was impossible, but learned a few hours later that the Navy do not know the word’.50 It was obvious, though, that a swift embarkation would only be possible at the expense of abandoning virtually all the equipment and stores that had been landed, including A/A guns, radios and ammunition.

Admiral Cunningham, having received reports of clear weather in the fjord, detached Captain D(4) Philip Vian in Afridi for Namsos at 19:00 with York, Nubian and the three French transports, while he remained off Kya Lighthouse with Devonshire, Montcalm, Hasty, Imperial and Bison. At the mouth of the fjord, Kelly, Grenade and Griffin joined them, while Maori withdrew towards the main force to lick her wounds. Entering Namsfjorden, Kelly was sent ahead to inform Rear Admiral Vivian they were coming, while Griffin was detached off Kroken to render medical assistance to the survivors of Aston Villa.51
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French troops re-embarking El Djezaïr. (Imperial War Museum N109)



Arriving at Namsos around 22:30, Contre-amiral Cadart took El Djezaïr straight alongside the stone pier at the wharf while El Kantara secured outside that, embarking the troops directly, Chasseurs first. York and the third transport, El Mansour, stayed underway in the fjord, taking onboard troops shuttled by Afridi, Griffin and the trawlers. In spite of some mixing-up of units and some ‘panicky verbal orders’, the operation went smoothly and as soon as they had their loads, the transports left one by one, accompanied by destroyers. General Wiart wished to embark on the Afridi again, but learning that his baggage had been sent onboard the York, changed his mind and embarked on the cruiser instead – a decision he later regretted as he considered he ‘missed a very great experience’ not being onboard Afridi when she was sunk.52 York, Carlisle and Griffin left around 02:30. The trawlers Angle, Cape Pesaro, St Kenan and St Lomas were ordered north to Skjelfjorden to be deployed in the Harstad-Narvik area.53

Thirty-five men of the York and Lancasters, including their commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Robbins, had covered the retreat, demolishing the last bridge over Namsfjorden, and were still some way from Namsos. A convoy of vehicles driven by volunteers set off from the wharf to fetch them. By 03:15, with daylight fast approaching, Afridi cast off as the last ship. Around 5,400 men had been evacuated.

Before leaving, Captain Vian turned Afridi’s pom-pom guns on the vehicles massed on the jetty – most of them having arrived only a few days earlier – destroying them thoroughly. Six of twenty-five French A/A guns were dumped in the fjord, while ten British guns were destroyed and left where they were. Some two hundred rifles were eventually handed over to the Norwegian soldiers left behind. The civilian population was encouraged to help themselves to whatever was left in the form of food, stores and other supplies, and then destroy the rest. This was done, to a large extent.54
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Large amounts of stores and supplies were left behind in the forests outside Namsos. This is a French depot. (Author’s collection)



Around 22:40 on 2 May, just as the first Allied soldiers embarked, the Norwegian 5th Brigade headquarters received a letter from General Carton de Wiart in his capacity as C-in-C of the expeditionary corps:


It is with the deepest regret that I must let you know that we must evacuate this area – and everyone feels it deeply. We are leaving a quantity of material here, which I hope you will come and take, as much of it will be of value to you and your gallant force. Our one hope is that we may return and help you bring your campaign to a successful conclusion. Believe us.55



At the same time, a more elaborate letter arrived from an undoubtedly embarrassed General Audet, who had been emphatically instructed by Wiart not to disclose anything of the plans for the withdrawal to the Norwegians. Audet assured them he was ‘a victim of the necessities of war and could do no other than obey’. Getz never commented directly on this manner of being informed, but he must have been shocked.56

El Mansour and her escorting destroyers cleared the fjord at 02:30 on 3 May. She was later joined by York and Nubian and these ships crossed the Norwegian Sea independently, reaching Scapa Flow without mishap. Afridi, as the last ship of the force, cleared the fjord around 05:30. El Kantara and her escort were already well offshore, and Captain Vian was adding speed to catch up with the last transport, El Djezaïr, and the warships Devonshire, Carlisle, Montcalm, Bison and Grenade.57

The German Air Command at Trondheim had by now realised there was an evacuation going on. After missing the withdrawal from Åndalsnes, the Luftwaffe was looking for vengeance and had not finished with Mauriceforce. The fog, which had been such a nuisance the day before, cleared away just after sunrise. Reconnaissance He115s from 2./KüFlGr 506 found the convoy quickly, and the first of about fifty Ju87s and Ju88s arrived at 08:45, flying out of Værnes airfield. Conditions were exceptional, with almost no wind and a clear sky and the attacks were to continue into the afternoon, by which time the task force was more than two hundred miles off the coast.58 The absence of carrier-borne aircraft to protect the convoy was, with hindsight, clearly a mistake. Admiral Cunningham wrote that Carlisle gave ample warning of every attack, and her ‘assistance in this respect and by reason of the accuracy of her anti-aircraft fire proved invaluable’. Carlisle was already low on ammunition, though, and by early afternoon almost all her reserves were spent. The British gunners later claimed to have shot down two or three aircraft, but apparently only one failed to return.
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Captain (D)4 Philip Vian on the bridge of Afridi. (Imperial War Museum A1595)



The first attack waves concentrated on Devonshire and Montcalm, scoring no hits in spite of several near misses. In the third attack, shortly after 10:00, the luck of Bison ran out. Captain Vian wrote:


When the air attacks began, it was soon evident that the Junkers 88, which we knew by now so well, had been reinforced that morning by the Stuka dive-bomber, which we knew not at all. Up to that time they appear to have been used almost exclusively against troop formations ashore, and against the guard ships stationed at the ports. Almost at once a Stuka scored a hit on Bison; the bomb exploded the forward magazine, and the whole fore part of the ship blew up, including the bridge with its officers.59



A crewmember of one of the Stukas recounted:


The ships become clearer and we can make out the differences between the merchantmen and the warships. Among the latter we spot some real heavyweights. We fly through black and white bursts of flak. The enemy is shooting at us with everything he’s got. In the centre, heavy cruisers; unmistakable in size and with those superstructures. Further ahead the smaller destroyers. And there, a battleship! Much larger than all the others, ploughing through the water. We fly a wide circle around the convoy. The Kommandeur is obviously looking for the best angle of attack. All at once he stands his machine on its nose. That’s the signal we’ve all been waiting for … As I watch the battleship a bomb strikes it squarely on the fo’c’sl. There is an eruption of blackish-grey smoke. Then a tremendous explosion. The magazine has probably been hit. A huge flame shoots skywards, another detonation, and now a gigantic column of fire and smoke towers over the battleship.60



The ‘battleship’ was the destroyer Bison. To the survivors it appeared as if one of the Stukas originally diving for Montcalm suddenly changed course, releasing its bomb on Bison instead. The bomb tore through the bridge of the destroyer, killing Capitaine de Vaisseau Bouan and most others there, before exploding in the forward magazine. The forward section of Bison instantly became a scene of carnage. One of the 138-mm turrets was flung into the air with other debris and when the steam and smoke cleared, there was nothing left forward of the bridge. There was hardly anybody alive that had been in the forecastle and the number of serious casualties among the rest, who clustered on the stern, was large.

Vian took Afridi to the assistance of the French destroyer, joined by Grenade and later Imperial, while the cruisers headed away with the transports. Despite burning oil and exploding ammunition, Commander Boyle of Grenade secured the stern of his ship to the quarterdeck of the sinking Bison, saving a large number of her crew. Afridi also came alongside for a short time, but the embarkation of survivors became increasingly dangerous due to the spreading fires and the heavy list of the wreck to port. Eventually, all three British destroyers stood off. Fuel burning on the water hampered the rescue of those who were forced to jump overboard, and Imperial had to call back the two boats she had lowered to pick up men in the water. Despite two further air attacks, the rescue operation was concluded within an hour. There were several near misses around Grenade at one point, and four gunners were killed by shrapnel. Having dropped their bombs, the aircraft then also strafed the ships and some of the survivors stated that they had been fired at while in the water. Eventually, Captain Vian received orders from Admiral Cunningham to sink the wreck and rejoin the convoy. Two torpedoes missed and Afridi’s 4.7-inch guns had to do the job. Bison sank at 12:07 – apparently there were still survivors onboard the wreck at the time, refusing to jump into the water to be rescued. The British destroyers proceeded to rejoin the convoy.
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The French destroyer Bison burning. (Y Grangeon collection)



Of the survivors, Afridi had sixty-nine on board, twenty-five of whom had serious burns, Grenade had thirty-six, no less than twenty of whom died during the night, and Imperial twenty-five, of whom four died. Somewhere between 128 and 156 French sailors were lost.61

Around 14:00, just as she was rejoining the convoy, Afridi received the attention of a group of Stukas, making yet another attack. Vian wrote:


On reaching Admiral Cunningham’s force … we expected to be able to relax, since good offing had been made, and the convoy would, we hoped, be outside the range of dive-bombers. This was not so; a formation of Stukas arrived simultaneously with us. One of them went into a dive on our starboard side, its target obviously Afridi. The vital action was taken, a violent turn towards, to make the angle of descent too steep for the pilot. At this point [Able-Seaman] Gammon reported a second Stuka coming at us from the port side. [Navigator Officer Lieutenant Commander Robin] Maurice suggested reversing the rudder, but I thought this would bring the ship up steady just about the time the bombs arrived, and I asked him to continue the turn to starboard. This was fatal. The first bomb hit us just behind the bridge, exploded in the foremost boiler room, and started a devastating fire at the after end of the mess decks. The second hit us just ahead of the bridge and blew out a large section of the port side. Through this aperture (until the gradual flooding of the ship carried it below the waterline) some men escaped from the mess decks with the help of Petty-Officer L.T. Bell, who went down over the forecastle side to pull them out. Lieutenant W.G. Wheeler, Chief Electrical Artificer A.P. White and Engine Room Artificer W.A. Scott worked indefatigably in smoke and darkness to save others who had been overcome by the fires.62



The fire spread quickly and all power was lost. Stoker John Gritten, who had just escaped from no. 3 boiler room, wrote:


The first thing I noticed up top was that the deck was tilting slightly for’ard and to port and that there were a lot of men either standing looking bewildered or hastening this way and that. It was not clear to me what had happened. By the tilt of the ship it was evident that we had been hit somewhere for’ard and must be taking in water … Stoker PO Geordie Allen was handing out ‘neck-breaker’ life jackets from a locker. He thrust one into my hands, indicating I should put it on although I was already wearing my blown-up Mae West. But a few moments later a soldier made hand signs to me – the noise of the [waste-steam pipe on the side of the funnel] blowing off steam made speech useless – pointing out that since I had a Mae West, could he have the lifejacket? I gave it to him, at which he wrung my hand.63



It was soon clear that Afridi was sinking and Griffin and Imperial were called alongside to take off survivors. At 14:45 the destroyer’s stern reared up, and she slid under by the bows. Fifty-two officers and men of her crew were lost as well as thirteen soldiers of the York and Lancaster rearguard, and some thirty of the twice-unlucky rescuees from Bison. In a subsequent attack at 15:30, the Stukas fell on the overcrowded Griffin and Imperial, but they managed to dodge the bombs and rejoin the flag without damage.64

The convoy reformed in line astern, with Carlisle taking the aftermost position in order to have maximum line-of-fire on the diving Junkers. No more aircraft appeared, though, and the ships reached Scapa Flow on 5 May, concluding the story of the futile Mauriceforce. Admiral Cunningham wrote:


The manner in which the transports El Djezaïr and El Kantara, under the command of Contre-amiral Cadart, were manoeuvred at high speed to conform to the movements of the escorting vessels during the air attacks is worthy of the highest praise; they also hotly engaged all aircraft sighted, and thereby contributed their quota to the general defence of the convoy. The loyal and understanding co-operation afforded to me by Contre-amiral Derrien and his squadron greatly lightened my task and contributed materially to the success of the operation … and the bearing of officers and men in all ships of my force, under extremely trying conditions, was fully in accordance with the highest tradition.65



Admiral Forbes sent the following signal:


To Home Fleet, British, Polish, French and Norwegian Warships and merchant vessels attached to the Home Fleet: During the last three weeks you have been engaged in two of the most difficult operations of war that naval forces are required to undertake. You may be proud that you have carried out these operations with the loss at sea of only about twelve officers and men of the Army in the face of heavy air attacks. I am proud to command a fleet that has shown itself capable of meeting the heavy demands made upon it with such determination and success.66



Once it was clear that the Allied expeditionary corps was evacuating in the afternoon of 3 May, the reinforced German 181st Infantry Division resumed its advance northwards out of Steinkjær. One battalion advanced on Namsos, while another followed the railway line towards Grong. German reports tell of an astonishing journey through a barren landscape where the narrow roads were lined with overturned lorries, broken cars, heaps of stores, guns, ammunition and all kinds of military equipment. From the direction of Namsos, huge columns of smoke showed the way.
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Contre-amiral Cadart with binoculars on the bridge of El Djezaïr. (Imperial War Museum N169)
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(Left) The monotony of destruction. Namsos, May 1940. (Right) A French Renault light tank left behind in the ruins of Namsos. (Author’s collection)



Oberst Getz was deeply embittered by the withdrawal of the Allied forces. Just as things looked as though they were progressing well, he learned that not only were the Allies abandoning him, but also that he had been deliberately misinformed. Continuing any meaningful resistance alone was, in his opinion, pointless.

On 4 May, the two Norwegian officers Major Kolbjørn Knudsen and Kaptein Alf Haaland arrived at the headquarters of the German IR 359 at Asp, asking for a meeting between the C-in-C Oberst Krätzner and Oberst Getz to be arranged. Krätzner, however, demanded an immediate unconditional surrender, otherwise heavy attacks on the Norwegian forces would recommence. Contact was made with Oberst Getz, who saw no point in additional loss of lives and accepted. The ceasefire was made effective that day. The next day, Sunday 5 May, Oberst Getz and Oberst Wettre met with Oberst Krätzner, signing the ceasefire. The Norwegian troops in Trøndelag laid their guns down – except I/IR 14, which headed northwards towards Mosjøen, travelling as far as possible by railway then by ski.

By the 6th, Grong and Namsos were in German hands.67
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The Norwegian officers Major Kolbjørn Knudsen (centre) and Kaptein Alf Haaland (right) arrived at the headquarters of the German IR 359 at Asp and are shown here discussing a ceasefire with Oberst Krätzner (second from left). (Author’s collection)
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The Germans had no wish to spend resources and supplies on Norwegian prisoners and in an attempt to normalise conditions, most of the lower ranks were released after a few weeks in internment. (Forsvarsmuseet)



*   *   *

On 8 May Gruppenkommandeur Hauptmann Paul-Werner Hozzel of I/StG 1, with pilots Oberleutnant Elmar Schaefer, Leutnant Martin Möbus and Unteroffizier Gerhard Grenzel were awarded the Knight’s Cross for the sinking of Bison and Afridi. Grenzel was the first NCO of the entire Luftwaffe to be so honoured.68

The retreat from Norway caused shock in Britain. Parliament gathered to debate matters on 7 and 8 May – the so-called ‘Norway Debate’. Making a dramatic entrance in his admiral’s uniform, including medals, Keyes spoke with great authority. Explaining that he was dressed in uniform because he wished to speak for the fighting sea-going navy, he held that leadership of the war effort had become a problem: Norway was not the fault of the navy. Other speakers followed suit– in particular, David Lloyd George and Leo Amery – and the debate became a torrent of criticism and hostility towards the conduct of the war in general, and Chamberlain’s government in particular. In the vote at the end of the debate there was a dramatic loss of majority for the government and two days later, on 10 May, Chamberlain resigned. The government fell and Winston Churchill became prime minister.





— 9 —

Events in the South

Black Filthy Water

FOLLOWING THE RETURN OF the Weserübung naval forces from Norway, the Kriegsmarine was in a serious predicament. Most of the larger ships were damaged or sunk and the smaller ones were needed for a necessary and unexpected defence of the supply convoys in the Skagerrak and Kattegat.

A sortie by the battleships into western Skagerrak and along the Norwegian coast was believed to be feasible, but a lack of operational destroyers meant that the sortie was put to one side for the moment. It was decided to use the time wisely and carry out as many repairs on Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Hipper as possible, without taking them into dry dock, while waiting for sufficient destroyers to become operational.1

The successes of the Allied submarines in the Skagerrak and Kattegat during April needed active German countermeasures, which drained resources needed elsewhere.2 On 24 April, however, the SKL noted in their diary that due to ‘energetic’ anti-submarine measures, a reduction in the threat to the convoys had become noticeable. The countermeasures included increased A/S patrols at sea and in the air, scheduling fast convoys to cross the most dangerous areas during the nights – when the submarines had to withdraw to charge their batteries – and the laying of several anti-submarine minefields. Zigzagging was advised for the convoys, and troops were to be kept on deck, life vests donned, with lifeboats and floats ready. It was also strongly emphasised that in the situation where one ship was torpedoed, the other transports should continue, leaving the rescue efforts to the escorts. The concentration of forces in the Kattegat and eastern Skagerrak left serious deficiencies in the North Sea and the Channel area, causing concern for the SKL over the forthcoming events in the West. It also resulted in a heated discussion between the naval commands in the Baltic and the North Sea, Group East and Group West respectively, as to the deployment of, among other things, the S-boat flotillas.3

There is little doubt that the inability of the Royal Navy and the RAF to threaten – far less halt – the German supply line to Norway greatly influenced the outcome of the ensuing campaign. By being able to bring in troops and equipment, including tanks and artillery, in far greater amounts than the Allies could, the outcome of the land war in Norway tipped in Germany’s favour.

After the initial successful effort against the German supply convoys in the Skagerrak and Kattegat in the weeks after the invasion, the British submarines found conditions increasingly difficult during April. By the end of the month, the rapidly shortening hours of darkness, the increased numbers of A/S patrols and the need for re-deployment pending the expected attack in the West, forced Vice Admiral (Submarines) Max Horton to suspend patrols in the Kattegat and eastern Skagerrak. Operations east of the Lindesnes–Skagen line were generally terminated, leaving the supply convoys alone. Boats on patrol were ordered to operate in the area between south-western Norway and the German declared area, hoping to intercept ships coming out of Skagerrak or the Helgoland Bight. Only the veteran boats Sunfish under Lieutenant Commander Slaughter and Sealion under Lieutenant Commander Bryant were sent past Lindesnes during early May to see what could be achieved. Both found conditions extremely difficult and, in spite of taking many chances, only Sealion succeeded in getting into a position for an attack, but the torpedoes missed. Both ships eventually withdrew with exhausted crews.

During the confusion in the first weeks following the invasion, aircraft reports were received of a German battleship in Molde, and the British submarine Taku, on passage to Norway, was directed to that part of the coast. The report was a misunderstanding and on the 14th, Taku was given new orders to patrol off Trondheim, an area where British submarines had not operated so far. By the 16th, Taku was ordered to withdraw to the south to keep clear of a cruiser force sweeping along the coast. Glasgow and Sheffield were sighted and correctly identified the next day, but Lieutenant Commander van der Byl was not warned of the presence of other British ships in the area. Instead, a signal was received warning of German destroyers off Stavanger, heading north. Hence, when a warship was sighted in the early hours of the 17th, van der Byl took it to be German and fired four torpedoes from three thousand metres. Fortunately, the attack and the ensuing counter-attack both failed, as the destroyer was in fact Ashanti. After this incident, Admiral Horton ordered all his boats to remain south of Bergen.4

In the afternoon of 24 April, Truant left Rosyth to land a handful of MIR officers and ammunition in the Sognefjord area to operate against German communications in southern Norway, working with Norwegian officers (Operation Knife). While on the surface at 03:40 on the 25th, south of Aberdeen, Truant was damaged by an explosion, probably a magnetic mine; a second explosion occurred two minutes later. Nobody was seriously hurt, and Lieutenant Commander Hutchinson at first wanted to continue. The ship zigzagged up to twenty degrees to either side, however, and he eventually had to give in and turn back. The operation was transferred to Clyde, but cancelled before she was ready to sail.5

On 4 May, Severn intercepted the Swedish ship Monark (1,786 GRT). Finding that she had been captured by the Germans in Stavanger and was being sent to Germany with a prize crew, Monark was sunk by a torpedo after seeing to the safety of the Swedish crew and making the prize crew prisoners.6

The six Grampus-class mine-laying submarines were a new concept to the Royal Navy, each carrying fifty mines. They were large and difficult to manoeuvre in the shallow waters of the Kattegat and Admiral Horton was reluctant to deploy them in less than fifteen fathoms (27.5 metres) of water. In suitable places, though, the mines could be laid quickly and with a little luck the boats would be out before they were discovered.

On 13 April, Narwhal laid one batch of fifty mines north of Læsø Island. As far as is known, this resulted in the sinking of the A/S trawler Bremen, the small transport Marion and three small minesweepers.7 On her return passage she attacked two different convoys off Denmark but was in both cases put off by efficient escorts. At the end of the month, Narwhal was back again, this time laying mines in the Læsø Rende, east of Fredrikshavn. Having finished with the mines, Lieutenant-Commander Burch stalked a convoy during the evening of 1 May, sinking the merchant ship Buenos Aires (6,097 GRT) and damaging severely the Bahia Castillo (8,570 GRT). During the counter-attack, seventy-five depth charges were dropped by escorting R-boats during the space of three hours, but Narwhal got safely away.8
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The British submarine Seal. (Wright and Logan)



Seal, another of the minelayers, had been in service for a year and was due to return to the Chatham dockyards. The third minelayer, Cachalot, had been in a collision, however, and was given priority while Seal was patched up at Blyth and ordered to prepare for another mine-laying sortie off Denmark. Commander Bethell, the commanding officer of the 6th Submarine Flotilla, believed these operations were becoming too dangerous and argued with Admiral Horton for them to be cancelled. This did not happen, and Lieutenant Commander Rupert Philip Lonsdale took his boat to sea on 29 April with fifty mines onboard. Before departure, he was given two alternative areas in which to lay the mines, should conditions in the primary area be adverse.

On entering the Skagerrak, during the night of 3/4 May, Seal met Narwhal going home and exchanged a few signals. Lonsdale fully realised that the other boat’s success was to his disadvantage as the Germans would be alert and angry. This was demonstrated fully when Seal was sighted and bombed by a He115 of KüFlGr 76 just before 02:30 on 4 May. Damage was limited, though, and Lonsdale decided to proceed after repairs had been completed. During the morning, four trawlers of the 12th A/S Group were sighted in the way of the boat, and the mines were eventually laid in one of the alternative positions off the island of Vinga at the entry to Gothenburg, just outside Swedish territory.9

While evading the trawlers on her way back towards Skagen, half a dozen S-boats were also sighted and, skirting their expected course, Lonsdale ventured into a newly laid German anti-submarine minefield (Skagen UMA-Sperre). One of Seal’s hydroplanes caught the anchor-line of a mine, dragging it along for some time and pulling it towards the hull. At 18:55, a heavy explosion aft caused severe damage to the submarine, forcing her to the bottom in about forty metres of water. The mine compartment, part of the crew space, auxiliary machinery space and engine room were all flooded and she settled on the bottom, bow up at an angle of eighteen degrees. The explosion was not noticed by any of the German patrol vessels.

Several attempts were made to get Seal off the bottom during the night, but the submarine was firmly mired in mud, and it was not until some time after 01:00 on the 5th that she was finally brought to the surface, five miles off the Skagen lightship. At that time, the exhaustion of the crew from carbon-dioxide poisoning was significant, having been submerged for almost twenty-four hours.10

Lieutenant Clark, the engineer officer, later wrote to his wife:


… I was unhurt but was suffering acutely from lack of air and carbon dioxide poisoning. The last 4 hours down below make me shudder to think of them, particularly the last 2 hours when we had all secretly given up hope. No one could stand, and several were unconscious. They just fell where they were … I went twice into the flooded compartment to shut doors etc, so that water could be pumped out. Black, filthy water, no lights, 200 feet down. It was ghastly. My pulse was 145.11



The damage to Seal turned out to be significant and when the engines were eventually started, the boat was unmanageable. The only option left for Lonsdale in the growing light was to steer for neutral Swedish waters, stern first. At 02:10 he sent a signal to the Admiralty, reporting Seal’s condition and his intentions to make for Gothenburg.12

Twenty minutes later, by which time it was almost full daylight, an Arado 196 floatplane captained by Oberleutnant Mehrens sighted and attacked the boat, dropping small bombs and firing its machine gun at the fin and hull to keep the crew from diving. A few minutes later, a second Ar196 captained by Oberleutnant Schmidt also arrived, joining the attacks.13 First Officer Lieutenant Butler and one rating were badly injured. Lonsdale had, among other measures, released the eleven-ton drop-keel of his boat and could not dive even if he had wanted to. When both engines seized up shortly after, Seal was for all practical purposes defenceless. Two Lewis guns were brought up to Lonsdale, who ordered everybody else below, remaining alone in the open conning tower. Both guns jammed and, certain that Seal was sinking, Lieutenant Commander Lonsdale asked for a white cloth to be found, surrendering his boat at 03:00.14
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The Arado Ar196 was a shipboard reconnaissance aircraft used onboard most German cruisers and battleships. During the spring of 1940, few of the ships were in commission and the need for maritime aerial reconnaissance pressed the Arados into regular service, particularly in the Skagerrak. They usually had a crew of two men, but could seat up to four. (Author’s collection)



Oberleutnant Schmidt ordered his pilot to land the Arado and signalled for some of the submarine’s crew to come onboard. Lonsdale found he had no choice but to do this himself and swam across. The Arado took off and a triumphant Schmidt brought a miserable British captain to his base near Fredrikshavn. From there, Lonsdale was promptly sent to Kiel.

The second Arado also landed and Coxswain Cousins volunteered as an additional hostage. Shortly after, a He115 seaplane arrived, circling overhead, occasionally firing a few machine-gun bursts at Seal to make sure she remained under control. The officers remaining on board the submarine hesitated to sink the ship with the crew, including the two wounded, still on board. By the time the A/S trawler UJ128 under Kapitänleutnant Otto Lang arrived on the scene, around 06:30, Seal had started to list and it appeared she was gradually sinking by the stern. Certain she was going down, the British sailors let themselves be taken off their boat after having smashed up much of the equipment inside and dumped confidential papers. In particular, the asdic was thoroughly broken and parts thrown overboard. At least one of the deck hatches was left ajar in order to flood the hull should towing be attempted.

Seal did not sink, though. The sea was glassy calm, and, with the help of an arriving tug, Kapitänleutnant Lang managed to nurse the captured boat into Fredrikshavn. Having a real propaganda tool in their hands, the German High Command ordered Seal to be reconditioned and made operational. She was towed to Kiel, where she was repaired and in November Seal was commissioned into the Kriegsmarine as UB under the command of Fregattenkapitän Bruno Mahn, a WWI veteran. She had no military worth and was never seriously considered for active duty – her main value was propaganda. Still, there is no doubt that a close study of the British torpedoes led to improved designs of German detonators, costing numerous Allied lives.15 Decommissioned in 1941, Seal was finally scuttled off Kiel in 1945.

Lieutenant Commander Lonsdale and his fifty-nine men spent the rest of the war in various German prisoner-of-war camps.16 In 1946, Lonsdale and the navigation officer, Lieutenant Beet, who was in command when the captain had gone, were tried before a court martial on charges of failing to take steps to ensure the sinking of the submarine when it appeared possible that she might fall into enemy hands. Both were honourably acquitted, but Lonsdale has the unhappy distinction of being the only British commander to surrender his ship to the enemy during WWII.17 Horton wrote in a memorandum to the Admiralty after interviewing the survivors in 1945:


In considering the action of the Captain and officers it must be remembered that these events occurred in the opening months of the war at a time when little consideration had been given to the action necessary to prevent a submarine falling into enemy hands. Such an event had always seemed wildly improbable. Moreover, it must be remembered that officers and men must have been suffering from the mental after effects of their prolonged dive without the modern assistance of oxygen and CO2 absorbent, which may well have clouded their judgment. In actual fact the task of sinking the submarine with all pressure gone in the telemotor system would have offered some difficulty to men in an exhausted condition.18
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German antisubmarine trawler UJ128. (Submarine Museum, Gosport)
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Seal being brought to Kiel from Fredrikshavn. (Author’s collection)



After this, the Allied submarines terminated all operations east of the Kristiansand– Skagen line, leaving the supply convoys alone.

In May and June, successes for the Allied submarines consisted largely of fishing boats sunk or sent to Britain as prizes. Further minefields were laid by the French Rubis (Lieutenant Cabanier) on 10 and 25 May; by Narwhal on the 11th and by Porpoise on 15 May. In the evening of 8 May, Taku fired torpedoes against two transports off Thyborøn in western Denmark heading for Stavanger. The transports escaped, but the torpedo boat Möwe took a hit aft, tearing off the rudder and propeller. Möwe was towed to harbour and had to spend several months in the dockyards.

The Polish Orzeł was lost with all hands in late May. She left Rosyth in the evening of the 23rd with orders to operate between Denmark and Norway, but was never heard from again.19

On 5 July, Shark (Lieutenant Commander Peter N Buckley) was caught on the surface off Stavanger by an aircraft that managed to drop half a dozen bombs close to the stern just as the boat submerged. The explosions caused considerable damage, forcing her back to surface. The port engine was out and large amounts of acid had been spilt from the batteries, but Buckley managed get his boat underway on the starboard engine. The rudder had been jammed at ‘hard-a-port’, however, and when further aircraft arrived, keeping her under sustained attack, Shark was eventually abandoned. Many of the crew had been killed or wounded and the fumes from the battery acid drove the rest on deck. Four trawlers arrived to take Shark under tow, but the boat was beyond saving and sank.20
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The crew of Seal as prisoners of war in Fredrikshavn just after capture. (Imperial War Museum HU 35945 and HU35946)



At about the same time, Salmon (Commander Edward O Bickford) was probably lost in a minefield. She sailed on 4 July from Blyth for a patrol off south-western Norway with orders to report on the 15th, but failed to do so. Two weeks later, on the 23rd, a German aircraft reported attacking a submarine off western Norway. Narwhal (Lieutenant Commander Ronald J Burch) had left the Humber the day before for a mine-laying operation off Smøla and should have been in the area. She was never heard from again and was most likely the submarine attacked.

On 31 July, Spearfish (Lieutenant John H Forbes) put to sea from Rosyth for a patrol off the Norwegian coast. The next day, she was off Stavanger in the afternoon when Kapitänleutnant Wilhelm Rollmann of U34, on his way home from patrol with only one torpedo left, sighted her periscope and gave chase. Forty minutes later, Rollmann fired his remaining torpedo – Spearfish was hit forward and took her last dive. U34 surfaced and Able Seaman William Pester was picked up as the sole survivor. Thames (Lieutenant Commander William D Dunkerley) sailed from Dundee on 22 July to patrol in the North Sea. She most likely sank the German torpedo boat Luchs off Stavanger on the 26th, after which she probably ventured into a minefield on her way home (see Chapter 13). After this, there were no further submarine losses off Norway in 1940.21
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5 July 1940. British submarine Shark on the surface off Stavanger. (Imperial War Museum A30496)



Keep On22

To support his submarines, Vice Admiral Horton several times asked the Admiralty for destroyers to make offensive sweeps into the western Skagerrak, targeting the antisubmarine patrols. Admiral Forbes, the C-in-C of the Home Fleet was not enthusiastic: ‘Although I have every sympathy with the extraordinarily hard times our submarines are having, and the good work they are doing, I do not consider this to be an operation of war, unless in fog, due to air attacks that the enemy can bring to bear.’23

Eventually an operation was agreed using the French destroyers Malin, Triomphant and L’Indomptable, under the command of Capitaine de Vaisseau Barthes of the latter. They left Rosyth in the afternoon of 23 April with orders to proceed into the western Skagerrak at 21:00 and pass Kristiansand westbound before 05:00 the next morning (Operation Rake). The force was not observed during its approach. No convoys were encountered, but two auxiliaries of the 7th VF (V702 and V709) were damaged, one trawler was sunk and another damaged.24 The 2nd S-boat Flotilla, sent to intercept, sighted the destroyers but was unable to get close enough to launch torpedoes. By now, daylight was fast approaching, and the French destroyers headed westwards at speed. While they retired across the North Sea during the morning of the 24th, the Luftwaffe attacked in force in spite of the RAF escort arriving as planned. The destroyers escaped undamaged but two Hudsons from 220 Squadron were shot down by Bf109E fighters from II/JG 77 based at Kjevik-Kristiansand.25
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The French destroyer L’Indomptable. (Y Grangeon collection)



Admiral Raeder reported to Hitler on the 26th that incursions by small destroyer units could not be prevented altogether but would be dealt with and had little prospect of success. The object of the raid escaped both him and the SKL. They concluded that the French destroyers, due to their excessive speed, had been targeting the transports and not, as was in fact the case, to weaken the escort forces. In a subsequent report to the Führer it was concluded that the amount of supplies and troops transported was not dependent on the number of merchant vessels made available, as this was adequate, but on the strength of the escort forces, at sea or in the air.26 It is possible that this conclusion was influenced by the ongoing struggle with the Luftwaffe to place naval aircraft under naval control. It also, however, exposes the vulnerability of the whole German supply operation and the possible damage that might have been inflicted by even a few more surface raids into the Skagerrak – all the more so as it might also have allowed Horton’s boats to operate for just a little longer in the area until forced out by the nights becoming too short.27

During the night of 3/4 May, the French destroyers Chevalier Paul, Milan and Tartu, supported by Sikh and Tartar, made a second sweep but encountered nothing. A week later, the whole strategic situation changed with the German attack in the West, and the strategic importance of the Skagerrak abruptly diminished.

During the morning of 9 May, Admiral Forbes was informed by the Admiralty that they had reason to believe that a German force of minelayers, torpedo boats and destroyers would be operating near the Little Fisher Bank that evening. This information actually originated from a successful interception and decoding of an Enigma signal, unknown to but a few.28

Birmingham, screened by Janus, Hereward, Hyperion and Havock, had left Rosyth heading south a few hours earlier and they were all immediately redirected. Captain (D)5 Mountbatten, also heading south to Humber after the concluded evacuation of central Norway, was ordered to turn north with Kelly and Kimberley to join Birmingham, as were Kandahar and Hostile.29 Fury, Mohawk, Foresight, Bulldog and Gallant were ordered to leave Repulse to return to Scapa Flow on her own and head for a position north of Birmingham, where a second force of German motor torpedo boats (MTBs) was expected. This they did at 11:50; Mountbatten and his destroyers joined Birmingham in the afternoon.

At 19:40, an aircraft reconnaissance report placed the German force roughly seventy miles east-north-east of the original position, which Birmingham and her destroyers had just reached. Course was given as 080°, but there was no reference to speed and it was assumed by the British command that the Germans were hastening home and they did not give chase. When a second aircraft report, received much later, indicated that the German minelayers Roland, Cobra, Preussen and Kaiser, covered by three destroyers and a torpedo boat, were moving very slowly, it was too late.

Meanwhile, Kelly and Kandahar had been allowed to detach to pursue a possible submarine contact. Depth charges produced no result and Mountbatten ordered both ships to regain position on the screen of Birmingham, which was by now out of sight. At 20:50, in growing darkness, they were joined by Bulldog, which had been detached from Fury’s force to destroy a floating mine and had lost contact with her own flotilla. She had an hour earlier brushed with what was taken to be a ‘motor yacht’ and chased it away at high speed. This was in all likelihood S32 of Kapitänleutnant Rudolf Petersen’s 2nd S-boat Flotilla, out looking for the British destroyers already reported by aircraft. Lieutenant Commander John Wisden did not inform Mountbatten of the encounter and he remained unaware of the German presence in the area.30

Just before 21:00, a Do18 reconnaissance aircraft from 2./KüFlGr 406 was sighted and the destroyers opened fire. The aircraft pulled away to a safe distance but remained in contact. Patches of fog appeared and, while Kelly and Kandahar steamed close together at high speed, Bulldog was still coming up from astern. At 22:44, a dim shadow was seen five hundred metres ahead and to port. Unknown to anybody onboard the British destroyers, this was S31, under command of Oberleutnant zur See Hermann Opdenhoff. Shortly after torpedo tracks were sighted and before evasive action could be taken, Kelly was hit in the forward boiler room, immediately under the bridge. The tremendous blast lifted no. 1 boiler off its mounting, throwing it to starboard. Kelly heeled over and stopped dead in the water, listing thirteen degrees to starboard.31

Some of the ship’s officers later held that the torpedo hit the ship ‘a considerable time before exploding’ and in their opinion the torpedo penetrated the hull before exploding. Later examination in the docks, however, left no doubt that the torpedo exploded on contact outside the plating. No. 1 boiler room was wrecked, as well as the low power room, after lower mess deck and the rooms above the hit. The hole in the plating was fifteen metres long and nearly a third of the ship was flooded. The starboard edge of the upper deck was awash from B gun to amidships but the watertight bulkheads forward and aft of the flooding held. There were no secondary explosions and little subsequent fire, but a sticky black smoke spread for a while below decks. Commander Robson of Kandahar followed the agreed plan – discussed at length between the destroyer commanders – and pulled away from the wreckage of her consort for fear of further torpedoes. Lieutenant Commander Wisden of Bulldog had other thoughts and approached as fast as he could.

Visibility was very poor, and at 00:10, S33 sped out of the foggy darkness, ramming both destroyers at high speed, further damaging Kelly, before drifting away, badly smashed up. Scuttling was considered, but thanks to superb damage-control S33 limped home to spend three months in the dockyard.
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10 May 1940. Kelly in peril with Bulldog standing by. (National Archives, AIR 28/470)



Onboard Kelly, Mountbatten gave orders to jettison top weight, including all ten torpedoes, twenty depth charges, ready-use ammunition, anchors and other gear easily dismountable – in all around thirty-eight tons.32 Later, some 180 crew were transferred to Kandahar, leaving six officers and twelve ratings onboard. In addition to Bulldog, which took Kelly under tow, Kandahar, Fury and Gallant stood by. It was found impracticable to correct the trim and heel, and Kelly was towed more or less as she was, kept steady by hand pumps. Bulldog’s 3.5-inch hawser parted several times and, owing to the slow speed of the tow (four to five knots), both vessels were difficult to handle.33

Birmingham and the remaining destroyers remained unaware of Kelly’s peril until a signal from Bulldog was received at a quarter past midnight on the 10th. By then there had been several contacts with other S-boats, but no damage to any ship on either side. During the morning, Birmingham and all destroyers were ordered to cover the withdrawal of Kelly, while Vice Admiral Layton in Manchester sailed from Scapa Flow at 03:00 with Sheffield to assist. Air protection for the whole force was arranged at first light. The news of the German invasion of Holland and Belgium a few hours later changed the priorities totally and at 06:16 Birmingham and all the destroyers apart from two were ordered to proceed towards Terschelling at maximum speed. Sheffield and Birmingham made contact with the tow in the afternoon, covering it until next afternoon, when Layton was ordered to depart for Rosyth for fear of U-boats in the area. The tow was bombed and strafed by German aircraft several times, but for the Germans too, the events on the mainland apparently took precedence.

Kelly was abandoned for a few hours during the second night. The list had increased appreciably and the sea was rough, with waves breaking over the upper deck. Next morning, the ship was reboarded and the tow resumed. On 12 May, at 04:30, the tugs Watermayer and Brahman joined and the rest of the tow was uneventful. Kelly reached the Tyne at 17:30 on the 13th, having been towed over 250 miles in ninety-one hours. Twenty-seven men had been killed during the course of the action. Bulldog was damaged aft by the tow and headed for the docks. 34
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Kelly being temporarily abandoned. (Author’s collection)







— 10 —

A Winter’s Tale

Kampfgruppe Narvik

THE NORWEGIAN ARMY IN northern Norway was under the command of the C-in-C of 6th Division, Generalmajor Carl Gustav Fleischer. He was a very experienced officer, decisive, but also somewhat introvert and single minded. Fleischer and his Chief of Staff, Major Odd Lindbäck-Larsen were recognised as an exceptional team, complementing each other in an outstanding manner. Due to the lack of proper communication with the central parts of the country in 1940, it was a relatively isolated command and during the night of 8/9 April, Fleischer initiated mobilisation of the 6th Division and declared himself Supreme Commander in northern Norway. This was according to plans, but needed a decision authorised by the government. Fleischer did not wait for the formalities, however, and instigated what he believed was right under the circumstances.1

On the morning of 9 April, General Fleischer had two battalions – I/IR 13 (Major Spjeldnes) and II/IR 15 (Major Hyldmo) – under arms as well as a motorised battery of field guns. During the night Fleischer issued orders for two more battalions (IR 14 and IR 16) to be mobilised, as well as units in Finnmark.2 Due to a severe lack of officers and the loss of the depots at Elvegårdsmoen in the initial invasion, the mobilisation went somewhat slower than planned. Most of I/IR 13 was lost in Narvik on the 9th or later at Bjørnfjell, but after little more than a week, 6th Division had the following main units available in the greater Narvik area: II/IR 15 (Major Hyldmo), I/IR 16 (Major Hundstad), I/IR 12, II/IR 12 (Major Bøckmann) 3rd Mountain Artillery Battalion (Obertsløytnant Hornslien) and Alta Battalion (Oberstløytnant Dahl).3 Some of the units had already served during the Neutrality Watch period and were reasonably well trained and organised. Unlike Ruge in the south, Fleischer did not base his strategy on help from the Allies. He reasoned that time was of the essence and saw British and French help as a supplement, if and when they arrived in sufficient force. In the meantime, he would rely on his own forces to fight the Germans.
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Generalmajor Carl Gustav Fleischer. (Scanpix)



The C-in-C of 3rd Sea Defence District (SDD3) was on leave in southern Norway. Kommandørkaptein Askim of Norge had acted in his absence, but was hospitalised after being rescued from the icy waters of Narvik harbour. The Chief of Staff Kaptein Kjær in Tromsø took over until the senior naval officer in the north, Kommandørkaptein Peter Bredsdorff, arrived. The ships of the Ofoten Division were either sunk, captured or taken out of the area for security reasons. The Norwegian naval units left in the north consisted of the fishery surveillance vessel Fridtjof Nansen, armed with two 10-cm guns, and eight to ten lightly armed auxiliaries.4 As more vessels arrived from southern Norway in late April and early May, these were dispersed along the coast and district commands were established in Bodø and Hammerfest respectively. The submarines B1 and B3 were eventually deployed on the Finnmark coast in late May, out of reach of attacks by Allied ships.5

At the naval airbase at Skatøra outside Tromsø, three He115 floatplanes and one MF11 were operational in April 1940.6 Two more MF11s were on the Finnmark coast and moved to Tromsø. Later, two He115s were captured from the Germans and taken into Norwegian service, while several MF11s flew north when central Norway collapsed. The Norwegian aircraft were largely used for reconnaissance, surveillance and transport: partly because there were almost no bombs available for offensive operations. Later, functional bombs were found and salvaged from the wreck of Rauenfels, sunk in the first British attack on 10 April south of Ramsund. When they had been checked and prepared, offensive operations could commence.7

The Army Air Force had six Fokker scout planes and some unarmed trainers. The Fokkers gave tactical support to the Norwegian troops in the form of reconnaissance, communication and, later in the campaign, bombing missions.

Narvik harbour was an unforgettable sight after the battles of 10 and 13 April. The water was littered with debris and oil from the many sunken vessels; bows, masts and smokestacks protruded above the surface as grim memorials. Of the German ships only the supply ship Jan Wellem remained afloat. She had actually been grounded and the seacocks opened when Warspite and her destroyers approached on the 13th, but when the ships left again, she was still undamaged, so the cocks were closed and the vessel re-floated. Large supplies of food were still onboard and she was emptied as fast as possible.

Generalmajor Dietl and his two thousand Gebirgsjägers faced an extended battle for Narvik and its surroundings. The Gebirgsjägers were highly trained and motivated, reasonably equipped for the kind of war that was expected, but they were few and the perimeter they had to defend was huge. The 2,400 destroyer personnel that suddenly found themselves on land with nowhere to go were a welcome addition for Dietl – his force was more than doubled and, had it not been for them, it would most likely not have been possible for him to hold his position in Narvik as he did. When they came ashore on the 10th and the 13th, however, the sailors were wet, cold and miserable; they were also unarmed and without any form of suitable equipment. But by capturing the depots at Elvegårdsmoen, the Germans laid their hands on an almost limitless supply of guns and uniforms.8 A good part of this was shipped across the fjord by ferries and small boats and within a week, most of the navy men were back in service. Many of them adapted so well to life on land that they eventually took part in the fighting, calling themselves the ‘Gebirgsmarine’.9 Still, they would never match the trained Gebirgsjägers in combat value and, when pressed hard by the French, Poles and Norwegians, they often fell back hastily.10
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Generalmajor Dietl inspecting the destruction in Narvik harbour. (Author’s collection)



Unsuccessful attempts to befriend the mayor of Narvik, Theodor Broch, made it clear that there would be limited help from the Norwegians, who were just waiting for their own forces to recapture the town with Allied help. In an attempt to prevent just that, as well as to avoid shelling from the British warships, the German administration prohibited the evacuation of Narvik, closing the railway to civilian traffic and introducing a nightly curfew. At first, women and children were allowed to leave in small groups, but when the number of evacuees mounted, Dietl tightened his grip and denied any further civilian evacuation of the town.11

The fighting around Narvik would take place in two distinctly separate areas: the northern front, north of Rombaksfjorden, including Bjerkvik and the mountain areas east of Herjangsfjorden, and the southern front with Ankenes, Narvik town and the railway line towards Sweden. On 18 April, Kampfgruppe Narvik (Battle Group Narvik) was divided into three units:

Gruppe Narvik: Major Haussels was in command of Narvik town. His troops consisted largely of 2nd Battalion of the 139th Gebirgsjäger Regiment, II/GJR 139, and Pioneers. At Ankenes, west of the harbour, small Jäger units occupied the shoreline and settled in the lower hillsides, but did not go further. Korvettenkapitän Hans Erdmenger of the destroyer Wilhelm Heidkamp, sunk by the first torpedoes fired by Captain (D)2 Bernard Warburton-Lee’s destroyers in the morning of 10 April, gathered his surviving crew and those from Anton Schmitt (also sunk on the 10th) and Dieter von Roeder (sunk on the 13th) under his command in Marinebatallion Erdmenger – in all some five hundred men. Dressed in Norwegian uniforms and armed with Norwegian guns, these men were deployed in the least exposed parts of the perimeter. Other sailors under Korvettenkapitän von Loringhoven manned machine-gun positions and dugouts built in the harbour using sleepers and rails found at the station area.

Gruppe Erzbahn: Most of the crews from the destroyers sunk in Rombaksbotn were organised under the command of Fregattenkapitän Berger, C-in-C of 1st Destroyer Flotilla and used to secure the railway line towards Sweden. Along Rombaksfjorden, from Forsneset to Hundalen, Berger was in direct command. From Hundalen to Bjørnfjell, Fregattenkapitän Pönitz of Wolfgang Zenker was in charge, while the border itself was covered by Korvettenkapitän Rechel and his men from Bernd von Arnim. Naval engineering personnel were tasked with maintaining the line and running such rolling stock as could be repaired.

Gruppe Windisch: Sailors, led by Korvettenkapitän Kothe of the destroyer Hermann Künne, were placed under the command of Oberst Windisch on the northern side of the fjord, securing Bjerkvik and Elvegårdsmoen. In the field, Major Stautner’s I/GJR 139 took the northern sector attempting to move towards Bardufoss, while Major Hagemann’s III/GJR 139 covered Øyjord and the mountains towards the Swedish border.
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The situation looked far from promising for Generalmajor Dietl, who established his headquarters in the Hotel Royal. Above all, he was cut off by almost nine hundred kilometres from the nearest German forces in Trondheim. The near-total lack of heavy guns and mortars remained a constant challenge. The Luftwaffe would eventually establish a solid presence over the bridgehead, but the efficiency of the bombs was low in the mountainous, snowy terrain and the aircraft would play a limited role in the land war compared with other parts of the Norwegian campaign.

Camouflage clothing was scarce and anything white would be used as makeshift cover when needed. Heating was also a problem for those that had to sleep in tents or improvised sheds away from buildings; due to lack of fuel there could be several days without hot food or drink. Many of the Jägers and sailors fell sick and had to be withdrawn in order to recover.

In the days following 13 April, it appears that both the OKW and Hitler were considering cutting their losses and leaving Dietl to fight with what he had. Instead, on 15 April, Dietl and Gruppe Narvik were placed under the direct command of OKW rather than under Gruppe XXI (von Falkenhorst).12 Three days later, Dietl was promoted to Generalleutnant and, in a personal letter from Hitler, given substantial freedom of operation, including permission to withdraw into Sweden if the situation should become intolerable. No further units would be transferred to Narvik in the foreseeable future, except such as could be brought in by flyingboat or by train through Sweden.13 There was a risk that Narvik could not be held and on 23 April, German Pioneers started systematically to demolish the wharves and jetties in the harbour and blow up machinery, tool sheds, repair shops, oil tanks and locomotives in the ore-loading area.

The only suitable airfield in the area, at Bardufoss, was in Norwegian hands, with no prospect of being taken even in the medium term. Some essential supplies came in via flyingboats or parachute drops. All available Do26 and some Do24 flyingboats were assigned to Fliegerkorps X in a Führerbefehl (Führer order) on 11 April, for the specific purpose of bringing necessary supplies to Narvik that could not be dropped by parachute, but the Dorniers had a very limited capacity and were vulnerable in the fjords. On the 12th and 14th, a Ju90 aircraft dropped supplies by parachute and in the following days, a few Fw200 Condors also appeared. Attempts to drop supplies into the snow without parachute failed, destroying much-needed weapons and ammunition. Weather was generally poor at this time and a majority of the aircraft had to turn back. These efforts, though important for morale, had no lasting effects on the battle-readiness of Dietl’s men.

The 20-mm machine guns and 3.7-cm guns taken from the destroyers and merchant ships were at best a poor substitute for the artillery lost overboard during the storm en route to Narvik. Dietl advised that Hartvikvannet, an ice-covered lake near the barracks at Elvegårdsmoen, was suitable for landing aircraft and asked for artillery to be flown in. KGzbV 102 was ordered to make thirteen of its Ju52 aircraft ready to take onboard the 7.5-cm guns of 2nd Battery of Gebirgsartillerieregiment 112 as well as ammunition and other necessary equipment. The aircraft, under the command of Oberst Baur de Betaz, left Berlin-Tempelhof on the morning of the 13th and landed to refuel en route in Aalborg and Oslo. One aircraft turned back due to engine trouble, but in Oslo a communication aircraft with a much-needed radio transmitter joined the flight. Ten of the Ju52 transports and the communications aircraft landed in poor weather on the ice of Hartvikvannet, three kilometres north of Elvegårdsmoen, in the evening.14 Nobody had prepared the landing site, however, and the thick, soft snow on the ice resulted in the aircraft being unable to take off again after unloading the guns. Five of the aircraft nosed over during landing and at least two had serious damage to their undercarriage.

In the afternoon of the 15th two Ju52s were destroyed and several others damaged by a Swordfish attack from Furious. Norwegian Fokker aircraft attacked on four occasions, damaging at least three aircraft beyond repair. Eventually one Ju52 managed to take off, only to get lost and land in Sweden, where it was interned. Most of the remaining wrecks sank into the water when the ice melted.15 No further efforts to fly in supplies or guns with land aircraft were attempted.
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A Ju52 of KGzbV 102 stuck in the snow of Lake Hartvikvannet. (Author’s collection)



Two of the 7.5-cm guns were shipped to Narvik – mounted on railway cars, they had several duels with the guns of the Royal Navy. They were also for a while deployed on Ankenes in support of 8./GJR 139, which stubbornly defended a small bridgehead there. The other two guns went to Gruppe Windisch and remained in the mountains northwest of Rombaksfjorden.

The radio equipment from the communications aircraft was removed and brought to a schoolhouse in Narvik from where contact was established with southern Norway and, under favourable atmospheric conditions, Germany. Towards the end of April, the radio and its crew were moved to Bjørnfjell to be out of harm’s way from the increasing Allied bombardment. Things quietened down, however, and they went back to Narvik; they were finally evacuated to Bjørnfjell again on 27 May.16

The He115s of the Küstenfliegergruppen based at Sola and Trondheim were extensively used both for transport of vital supplies and armed reconnaissance, but their number was limited. The missions were challenging and several aircraft were lost.17

On 11 April, a single Fw200 Condor from 1./KG 40 made a long-range reconnaissance run from Aalborg over Narvik, Harstad and Tromsø. Narvik harbour appeared quiet with numerous ships sunk, but in German hands. No Norwegian or Allied forces were sighted and the only target of opportunity was the radio station at Tromsø, which received a few 250-kg bombs and some rounds of 20-mm shells, causing little damage. On the 16th, another Condor was back, bombing Bardufoss airfield, but again without results. Later in the day, He111s from KG 26 also roamed the area, bombing, among other targets, the Norwegian surveillance vessel Fridtjof Nansen, but still without result. Several of the aircraft went missing on the way home. On the 18th, the Heinkels from KG 26, accompanied by three Condors, attacked British and Norwegian ships in Harstad harbour. Again, however, the results were meagre except that one of the Condors partly destroyed the hydroelectric power station at Simavik near Tromsø.18
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A Focke-Wulf Fw200 Condor of 1./KG 40 dropping supplies over Narvik. (Author’s collection, left. Tore Eggan collection, right)



Negotiations with Sweden regarding the transfer of troops and heavy equipment to Narvik using the Swedish railway system were initiated. Intense German pressure forced Stockholm to accept transit of ‘non-combat’ equipment, even if this created a sense of bitterness on the Norwegian side, and the situation for Dietl was somewhat improved when food, clothes and medical supplies started to arrive from Germany via Sweden in the second half of April. Weapons, ammunition and communication equipment were hidden among the other supplies; 290 specialists also hitched a ride disguised as medical personnel. Men not required or seriously wounded went the other way. Thirty-five railway cars with 350 tons of provisions were accepted in southern Sweden on 19 April for transit to Narvik. Nominally, these carried only supplies and personnel from the German Red Cross, and were inspected as such by the Swedish authorities. Nevertheless, a good number of the men onboard were fighting personnel. Once past the border, they donned uniforms and assembled weapons. The first trains arrived at the Riksgränsen border station on the 26th, and the supplies were sent across as fast as possible.19

The following day, the crews of the sunken German merchant vessels in Narvik harbour were sent the other way. Among them were also naval specialists needed elsewhere, including the crew of the sunken U64, as well as the airmen from the Ju52s at Hartvikvannet – including Oberst Betaz – disguised as merchant sailors. In all, more than five hundred men were sent to Oxelösund and from there they travelled by passenger ship to Germany.20

First Landings

On the evening of 10 April, the Military Coordination Committee in London defined the establishment of a naval base at Narvik and the use of the port as a means of entry to the Swedish ore fields as key objectives. At 01:34 on the 11th, Vice Admiral Layton received orders to detail a cruiser to take an advance party to the Narvik area.

The C-in-C of the land forces, Major General Pierce Mackesy, already at Scapa Flow, received his orders from the CIGS by courier at midday on the 11th. For him, what happened next was a mere continuation of the plans that had been in existence since late January – when he had been called to the director of military operations and plans and informed that he was to lead the Allied forces landing in Narvik to secure the Lapland ore fields.

General Mackesy embarked Southampton with his staff during the afternoon of the 11th. He was accompanied by an advance party of two companies of the Scots Guards and a detachment of Royal Engineers, in all twenty-two officers and 335 other ranks. His orders were to ‘eject the Germans from the Narvik area and to establish control of Narvik itself’. First of all he was to establish a base at the town of Harstad, known to be the peacetime headquarters of the Norwegian military in the north. Landings were not to be attempted at Narvik or anywhere else against serious opposition until ‘sufficient troops’ were available. Mackesy believed he could expect the remainder of the 24th Guards Brigade within days and the rest of the 49th Division within a fortnight. The orders were accompanied by a hand-written note from General Ironside concluding: ‘You may have a chance of taking advantage of naval action and you should do so if you can. Boldness is required. Good luck to you. We know your responsibility and trust you.’ The codename ‘Avonmouth’ was retained from previous plans for intervention at Narvik.21

Southampton departed Scapa Flow at 12:35 on the 12th, screened by the destroyers Electra and Escapade. Half an hour later, the troop transports Chrobry and Batory also departed with Protector, Volunteer, Witherington, Vanoc and Whirlwind. During the afternoon, the troop ships Empress of Australia, Monarch of Bermuda and Reina del Pacifico coming from Rosyth and escorted by Cairo and Highlander joined the convoy, now known as NP1. Vice Admiral Geoffrey Layton followed with cruisers Manchester and Birmingham, falling in off Cape Wrath at 19:00. The next day, the repair ship Vindictive also joined with Codrington, Acasta and Ardent, while Valiant took station ahead of the convoy, screened by Griffin, Fearless and Brazen. During the next few days, the War Cabinet and the Military Coordination Committee debated where the troops should land in Norway and eventually, in the evening of the 14th, orders were received from the Admiralty for Chrobry and Empress of Australia to divert to Namsos with the 146th Brigade. The forces heading for Narvik were thus halved (see Chapter 6).

Meanwhile, the newly appointed naval commander of the expedition, Admiral of the Fleet Lord Cork and Orrery, sailed from Rosyth at noon on the 12th onboard Aurora.22 Lord Cork was an energetic, impatient and sometimes belligerent naval veteran who actually out-ranked Admiral Forbes, the C-in-C of the Home Fleet.23 Churchill had originally recalled the recently retired 66-year-old admiral in September 1939 to develop plans for a potential operation in the Baltic (Operation Catherine). Later, he was made force commander designate for Plan R4, the expedition to Finland over Norway and Sweden, before, on 10 April, he was called to Churchill and informed that he had been selected to be in charge of the naval force of the combined expedition to Narvik. He was known, with some affection, to his sailors as ‘Cork-n-Orrible’.24

Contrary to all common sense, Cork and Mackesy had not been briefed together and when they eventually met in Harstad they had very different ideas of what they were supposed to achieve and how. Lord Cork had no written orders, but had spent ‘many intimate hours strolling in the garden’ with Churchill just weeks earlier and in the afternoon of the 10th he had been briefed verbally by Admiral Pound regarding his mission. He also had a short discussion with Churchill in his car on the 11th before heading for Rosyth – he was left ‘exceptional discretion’ by his superiors, who believed he ‘knew exactly what they wanted’. Cork later stated that his impression on leaving London ‘was quite clear that it was desired by H.M. Government to turn the enemy out of Narvik at the earliest possible moment and that I was to act with all promptitude.25

The navy and Imperial General Staff had selected the two leaders independently without any thought of matching personalities or orders, but still expected them to run the operation jointly. Rather than seek two individuals with comparable temperaments, complementing each other – as common sense might dictate for a joint command – they picked two commanders who could not work together and who were generally suspicious of the other service. Inevitably, a deep disagreement developed between the two men, which eventually threatened the whole expedition. Mackesy received his orders from the CIGS, Lord Cork from the First Sea Lord – and rarely were the two aligned. In addition, the relationship between Lord Cork and Admiral Forbes, the C-in-C of the Home Fleet, was not the best. This was partly for personal reasons, and partly because Cork was the senior of the two and orders between them had to be passed via the Admiralty.26

When Admiral Whitworth left Narvik on the 13th without landing troops, the Germans were greatly surprised that the British did not take the opportunity to recapture Narvik, taking it to be a sign of indecisiveness and lack of resolve.27 Disappointment and frustration spread among the Norwegians when nothing happened and the warships left. Few could understand why the British did not land to secure the victory that they had achieved. Churchill was not happy either, and issued Admiralty signal AT 2115/13 urging Whitworth and Forbes to consider ‘the occupation of Narvik to ensure unopposed landing later’. That this signal actually reached Vice Admiral Whitworth is not clear from his report. Nevertheless, he knew that a regular expedition was on its way to Vågsfjorden and being of the opinion that this expedition should be diverted directly to Narvik, he sent a signal to the C-in-C and the Admiralty (2210/13):


My impression is that enemy forces in Narvik were thoroughly frightened as a result of today’s action, and that the presence of Warspite was the chief cause of this. I recommend that the town be occupied without delay by the main landing force. I intend to visit Narvik again tomorrow Sunday in order to maintain the morale effect of the presence of Warspite, and to accept the air and submarine menace involved by this course of action.28



Had Whitworth’s proposal been adhered to, the situation in Norway would have been very different in the weeks to come – and many lives might have been spared. Next morning the Admiralty asked for an account of the German strength at Narvik, to which Whitworth answered at 10:27 that he estimated there to be 1,500–2,000 Germans in Narvik, adding that he was ‘convinced that Narvik can be taken by direct assault without fear of meeting serious opposition on landing’. He added that the landing force did not have to be substantial as long as it was adequately supported by naval ships and ‘destroyers with the best available AA armaments’.29

Whitworth was fairly close in his estimates of German strength. Dietl had arrived in the morning of the 9th with two thousand Gebirgsjägers, some two hundred to each destroyer. The surviving sailors added up to about 2,400, but few of these were at Narvik – far less prepared or equipped to fight – for several days after their ships had been sunk. Mackesy’s basis for his planning was an estimate of three thousand Germans in Narvik plus ‘a strong reinforcement’ of destroyer crews, and he was far off the mark. To the Germans the absence of an attack on Narvik remained ‘a mystery which only the British leaders could explain’.30

Lord Cork was on his way towards Harstad onboard Aurora when he received copies of Vice Admiral Whitworth’s signals to the Admiralty and decided there was no reason to discredit Whitworth’s assessment. He promptly ordered Aurora to steer for Skjelfjorden to meet with Warspite and assemble the available troops for an attack on the morning of the 15th. He also sent a signal to Southampton to divert to the anchorage. The 350 Scots Guards embarked with General Mackesy would be needed for the landing. In addition, two hundred Royal Marines could be mustered from the battleship and the cruisers as well as sailors from the disabled ships at Skjelfjorden. His signal at 13:27 to the general read:


In view of successful naval action at Narvik yesterday 13th April and as enemy appears thoroughly frightened suggest we take every advantage of this before enemy has recovered. If you concur and subject to information we shall receive tonight 14th April, from Warspite I should be most willing to land the military force now in Southampton at Narvik at daylight tomorrow Monday from Aurora and destroyers. Support fire could be provided by cruisers and destroyers, and I could assist with a naval and marine landing party of 200 if you wish.31



Conditions for radio transmission were at best difficult among the fjords and mountains of northern Norway. On 14 April it was apparently worse than normal and General Mackesy only received a rather garbled signal some time around 15:00, by which time events had taken a different course.
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Southampton arriving in the Harstad area on 14 April. (M Sellick collection)



In the early morning of the 14th, Mackesy, still smarting from two days of humbling seasickness, had his first decisive impressions of Norway, entering Vågsfjorden onboard Southampton:


On a lovely but bitterly cold morning, most of us had our first view of the Norwegian Fjords. Everything was snow and ice. Several feet of snow lay even down to the waters edge. The mountains showed glittering ice of glaciers and waterfalls. We agreed that the fjords could never look more beautiful than under such conditions, but never could they look less inviting from the point of view of landing and manoeuvring a military force … My heart sank and it was difficult to crack silly jokes in zero Fahrenheit temperature under such conditions.32



Mackesy ordered Captain Jeans to steer for Harstad to check if there were Germans there. Finding none, but receiving information that ‘Narvik was strongly held’ and that the Germans were also at Gratangen, he decided to continue to Sagfjorden at the head of Salangen, near the Norwegian headquarters at Målselv. Arriving there shortly before midday, disembarkation of the two companies of Scots Guards under Major Graham commenced at Salangsverket and Sjøvegan. When the signal from Cork arrived, most of the soldiers were ashore and Mackesy wired back to Lord Cork that he believed it impossible to re-embark them for an operation against Narvik the following day. Mackesy later wrote that he ‘disliked the suggestion enormously’. It would be better to use the troops from convoy NP1, scheduled to arrive the following day, provided they could be transferred to warships. He made it very clear, though, that he did not believe an attack on Narvik was feasible at all until the area had been properly reconnoitred and suggested that the two commanders should meet to discuss the issue as soon as possible. First of all, Narvik was, according to his information ‘strongly held’. Secondly, heavy snow, for which his troops were not prepared, covered the area, and a direct landing in open boats would, in his opinion, be risky and in all likelihood result in severe losses.33

Lord Cork, who arrived with Aurora at Skjelfjorden at 20:00 on the 14th, was appalled at the refusal. In the meantime, he had received a signal from the Admiralty saying it was ‘imperative that you and General should be together and act together and that no attack should be made except in concert’. There was little he could do but proceed to Harstad to meet with General Mackesy.34

We shall never know if the British forces could have recaptured Narvik on the morning of the 15th. The Germans were thoroughly shaken after the events on the 13th but according to all reports they recovered very quickly. Still, they remained on the defensive for a few days – dispersed with poor communications in an unfamiliar region and among a hostile population. Another heavy bombardment would probably have created panic, facilitating a landing but also destroying the town, with resultant civilian casualties. A subsequent, swift attack, such as Lord Cork wanted, would very likely have won the town, but, on the other hand, Dietl would have had nowhere to go and would undoubtedly have initiated a series of bloody counter-attacks.

Two of Admiral Whitworth’s destroyers, Faulknor and Zulu, made a reconnaissance sweep past Narvik and into Rombaksfjorden on the 14th and Captain (D)8 de Salis of Faulknor reported on the night of the 15th that, in his opinion, a landing on the far side of the town would be possible and could be covered by the guns of the ships in the fjord.35

During the afternoon of the 14th, the Scots Guards established contact with the Norwegian 6th Division that had just halted the German advance northwards near Gratangen (see below). This was the first contact between the fighting Norwegian soldiers and their new allies – even if it was not very important at the front line, it was a significant boost to morale. ‘There is no doubt that putting British troops into immediate touch with the Norwegian troops put new heart into the latter,’ Mackesy later wrote with some arrogance. ‘Although the initial force was only two companies their arrival was greeted with enthusiasm and was accepted as a token of better things to come.’36 The two companies proceeded to Fossbakken, a crossroads ten kilometres inland from Lavangen, where they settled in a defensive position behind the Norwegian positions, waiting for the snow to melt.

One of the officers coming ashore from Southampton was the young Sub-Lieutenant Patrick Dalzel-Job. He had been ordered onboard the cruiser just before departure from Scapa Flow to provide local knowledge as it was discovered he had been to Norway before and spoke basic Norwegian. Upon landing in Salangen, he managed to get in touch with the Norwegian 6th Division, informing them that the British had landed and set about organising a fleet of local vessels to support the embarkation and transportation of the Allied forces.37

Southampton returned to Harstad on the morning of the 15th.38 After General Mackesy had ensured from local Norwegian authorities that there were no Germans on Hinnøy, he disembarked his staff and the detachment of Royal Engineers with orders to establish headquarters in co-operation with the Norwegians and start preparing for the arrival of the 24th Guards Brigade.

During the day, the Norwegian Chief of Staff Major Lindbäck-Larsen arrived by aircraft from the Norwegian headquarters at Målselv. He marvelled at the might of the British warships in the fjord, but found it strange that on land he was met by men with bare knees blowing bagpipes, rather than soldiers equipped to fight in the snow. To Lindbäck-Larsen’s deep concern, he discovered that the senior officers he met seemed to have a very limited understanding of the country they had arrived in or what kind of war they had been sent to fight. He made it clear to them that the snow would stay firm for another couple of weeks and then, during the thaw, all movement would be hampered for a couple of weeks until the land dried up in late May. It was therefore of the essence that plans were made and executed swiftly. The British officers did not respond to this, however, and Lindbäck-Larsen returned to General Fleischer, reporting that the British appeared to have no clear mission and that no help could be expected from them in the near future.39
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The waterfront of Harstad. (P Taylor collection)



At noon on 16 April, Zulu was sent up Ofotfjorden to obtain information on the wounded from Hardy that were reported to be at Ballangen. A Ju88 was sighted and fired at going up the fjord, but it dived behind a hill and vanished. Some hours later, while at anchor off Ballangen – with a party of twelve officers and men ashore looking for the wounded – several aircraft were seen to the north at four thousand metres. Anchor was weighed and Zulu steered into the fjord to have room to manoeuvre. The first attack came at 14:45, and eight more attacks were counted over the next hour and a half. There were several near misses but no direct hits other than shrapnel damage. Owing to the height of the aircraft and the narrowness of the fjord, it was not possible to fire the 4.7-inch guns and the destroyer had to rely on her pom-poms for defence. These were ineffective at the height from which the attacks were carried out, rendering the destroyer virtually defenceless except for her manoeuvrability.40

A Wall of Ships

Approaching Andfjorden in the morning of 15 April, convoy NP1 consisted of the transports Monarch of Bermuda, Reina del Pacifico and Batory, holding the 24th Brigade, accompanied by Valiant, Vindictive, Protector, Codrington, Ardent, Acasta, Witherington, Volunteer, Fearless, Griffin and Brazen. From aft, Aurora started to overtake the convoy. The 24th Guards Brigade under its C-in-C Brigadier W Fraser consisted of 1st Scots Guards (Lieutenant Colonel TB Trappes-Lomax), 1st Irish Guards (Lieutenant Colonel WD Faulkner) and 2nd South Wales Borderers (Lieutenant Colonel P Gottwaltz).41

At 06:10, the ships turned north of Andøya and into Andfjorden, nearing Vågsfjorden off Harstad. Unknown to them, they were heading into a potentially devastating trap. The German B-Dienst, at this stage of the war, routinely intercepted British radio traffic and was aware that an Allied base was being planned at Harstad. Hence, four U-boats were in the area on the morning of the 15th when the convoy arrived: U38, U65, U47 and U49.42
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Valiant and convoy NP1 arriving in Andfjorden during the morning of 15 April. (M Sellick collection)



U38 (Liebe) and U65 (von Stockhausen) were at the mouth of the fjord and attacked first. Well-aimed torpedoes fired at the convoy, from a favourable distance and in good weather conditions, did not yield any results, and the British ships continued unknowingly. Anger and frustration spread in the U-boats; U47 (Prien) and U49 (von Gossler) waited inside Vågsfjorden.

Norwegian coastguard units had observed U49 on the surface earlier in the morning and reported their sighting to Tromsø from where it was forwarded to Southampton and on to the convoy escort. Hence, at 08:58, just as the convoy screen was about to turn into Topsundet, the transports were turned back for twenty minutes while Brazen, Fearless and the trawler Amethyst were detached on a search ahead along the planned route.

At 10:45, inside Vågsfjorden, Fearless gained a firm asdic contact. Speed was increased to twenty knots and Commander Harkness steered to attack. Five depth charges were dropped and the result was amazing: ‘The last explosion had barely subsided, when the submarine shot to the surface in the middle of the pattern, trimmed horizontal.’43 A few months earlier, U49 had endured a dramatic depth-charge attack from which she just escaped and it seems that Kapitänleutnant Curt von Gossler lost his nerve when two of the charges from Fearless exploded near his boat. He blew all tanks and, once surfaced, gave orders to scuttle. Brazen was a mile to the east and Lieutenant Commander Culme-Seymour turned immediately starboard when the U-boat appeared, increasing to full speed and preparing to ram. All forward guns opened fire when men started appearing on the deck of the U-boat. Some tried to man the gun, but were soon discouraged by one shell going through the conning tower and another exploding on impact near the gun. Most took to the icy water instead. Seeing this, Culme-Seymour altered course to avoid ramming. He was not impressed by the apparent panic of the submariners while in the water, giving ‘wild cries for help in spite of a flat calm sea and voluminous lifebelts’. Both destroyers closed, lowering their whalers to pick up the Germans.44

One of Brazen’s boats received orders to ignore the survivors and instead try to prevent the U-boat from sinking and, if not possible, retrieve papers and documents. Von Gossler and another officer tried to stuff confidential papers into a bag. However, startled by machine-gun fire from Fearless, aimed deliberately just clear of them, they either did not close the bag properly or just threw a bunch of papers over the side. Brazens whaler arrived too late to save U49 from sinking, but did manage to retrieve a large amount of papers floating on the water. Among these were operational orders and naval grid-maps with codes and positions of all U-boats in Norwegian waters, giving Allied intelligence invaluable information for the defence of future convoys. The presence of a U-boat in Vågsfjorden did not, however, lead the Allied Naval Command to realise that the Germans could read their signals and knew they were coming. Instead it was concluded that U49 was there by chance, looking for prey inside the leads.45
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German U-boat U49 being abandoned by its crew in Vågsfjorden after having been depth-charged to the surface. (E Skjold collection)



With U49 disposed of, a signal from Southampton sent Reina del Pacifico into Andfjorden with screening destroyers, while the rest of the convoy continued into Vågsfjorden towards Harstad.

Lord Cork and General Mackesy met for the first time onboard Aurora in the early afternoon. The fleet circled the fjord meanwhile, until Lord Cork realised it would be a long meeting and ordered the ships to anchor at Måga off Harstad. Valiant remained underway in Vågsfjorden as anti-aircraft protection. At 14:35, while screening the battleship, Fearless had her second asdic contact of the day – not as strong as the first and not with the same spectacular result. A five-charge salvo was dropped again, but this time only oil patches were seen as a result and the contact was not regained. By 19:00, Brazen, Fearless and Griffin were ordered to gather on Valiant and, once offshore, they set course for Scapa Flow.46

The first British troops were taken ashore in Harstad from Batory by Sub-Lieutenant Dalzel-Job’s puffers, the first of countless such operations to be performed in the coming weeks and months. By 21:00, Batory and Monarch of Bermuda were largely empty of troops, though most equipment remained onboard. Reina del Pacifico was still fully loaded and it was decided to move the transports across Vågsfjorden to Bygdenfjorden between the islands of Rolla and Andørja to have better protection from submarines and aircraft even if this meant a longer transport back to Harstad.

Meanwhile Kapitänleutnant Günther Prien was patiently taking U47 around the perimeter of Vågsfjorden, looking for the British anchorage. A couple of trawlers or auxiliaries were sighted on the eastern side, but not attacked in order not to reveal the presence of the U-boat. At Bygdenfjorden, however, Prien struck gold. Through the periscope he could see every U-boat captain’s dream: ‘three large transports, three smaller and two cruisers’. Seen through the periscope, the ships were just clear of each other, some slightly overlapping – ‘a wall of ships’, in Prien’s words.47
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Part of the ‘wall of ships’ seen by Kapitänleutnant Prien. The troopship Monarch of Bermuda being escorted by a destroyer towards Bygdenfjorden. (M Sellick collection)



It was an incredible target, the destruction of which could influence the entire Allied campaign in Norway. There were apparently no patrols nearby and Prien had all the time he needed to manoeuvre into a perfect position. At 22:42 he fired four torpedoes at the stationary ships, three with impact pistols and one magnetic. They were aimed individually at two cruisers and two of the large transports – distance varied from 750 to 1,500 metres and it was impossible to miss. Nothing happened! No explosions and no reaction from the British who, undisturbed, continued the disembarkation, ferrying the troops ashore in whalers and fishing boats.

Prien did not give up. He ordered a reload of the tubes, this time checking each torpedo himself, and went over the fire-control data repeatedly with his first officer. At 01:36, U47 was in position again, on the surface, seven hundred metres away from the towering transports. Four new torpedoes were fired with the same result – no hits! One torpedo struck a rock wide of the planned course and exploded. To Prien’s astonishment, again there was no reaction from the anchorage.

Disgusted, Prien turned U47 back into Vågsfjorden, preparing to send one last torpedo from the stern tube. Instead, however, the U-boat ran full speed onto an uncharted shallow. Fortunately, it was soft ground and no damage was sustained but it was within range of the British guns and daylight was only a couple of hours away. Waiting for high tide was not an option, so Prien tried to back off with the engines at emergency revs, blowing the forward ballast tanks. Still it was not enough – he had his crew run back and forth on the narrow, slippery deck rocking the boat to get loose. This eventually succeeded but just as she slid off the bank the starboard diesel engine broke down from the overload and had to be shut down.

The British patrols finally realised something was going on but apparently never realised there was a U-boat at large. After dropping a few depth charges just in case, the trawlers and destroyers settled down again and no thorough search was initiated. Prien laid U47 on the seabed between some islands and waited during the day while the diesel engine was repaired. The following night he slipped quietly away unharmed. Resurfacing in open water Kapitänleutnant Prien sent an embittered signal to the commander of the German submarine fleet, Konteradmiral Dönitz, on the failure of the torpedoes and the need to return to base, as the engine could not be repaired.48

On the morning of the 19th, Warspite, on patrol off Skomvær Lighthouse, had a narrow escape when she was stalked by U47 on its way home. Prien fired two torpedoes at a range of nine hundred metres, but, as with the others, they were faulty. One of the torpedoes exploded at the end of its run, alerting the escort, and U47 was depth-charged for several hours before being able to escape. The next day Prien sighted a convoy further south but did not even bother attacking as he had lost all faith in his torpedoes. Back in Kiel, Prien argued angrily with Dönitz, claiming he had been sent to war with ‘wooden rifles’.49

If there had been any doubts before, there was none now. The German torpedoes did not function and the U-boats were as good as useless. Dönitz appealed to Raeder, who could not but agree, and the U-boats at Narvik were ordered home, except U25, U38 and U65, which were to remain off Vågsfjorden to keep an eye on Allied movements. They all attacked ships on various occasions, but, as before, achieved no results. Within another week, they were all pulled back.
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The troopships were fully loaded and a torpedo hit on one of them would have spelled total disaster. This is Reina del Pacifico. (M Sellick collection)



The failure of the submarine torpedoes was little short of a catastrophe for the Kriegs-marine and undoubtedly saved countless British ships from disaster. Only one Allied ship, Cedarbank, was hit by a torpedo fired from a U-boat during the whole of the campaign and, besides sending reports of the ships sighted for the Luftwaffe to act upon, Dönitz’s men achieved nothing. Had the torpedoes functioned properly, Allied losses would probably have mounted quickly to a level where it would have influenced dispositions, affecting the whole campaign.

The reason for the torpedo crisis has never been fully explained. Dönitz initiated several investigations, but none could give a convincing answer to why the torpedoes did not work properly nor how to handle the issue. Causes for the crisis were probably a combination of depth-control problems due to leaks in the torpedo’s balance chamber and gyro-magnetic problems due to the iron content of the Norwegian landmass – causing the torpedoes to run deeper than normal and/or detonate prematurely. It was also concluded later that the Torpedo Department had issued a new magnetic firing pistol with four-blade propellers before it had undergone the necessary trials, partly due to the icy conditions in German home waters during the winter.50

The Allied headquarters were set up at Harstad on the island of Hinnøy. Harstad had a population of less than four thousand in 1940. It was fairly large compared to most other towns in the north and was used to a periodic influx of fishermen and their vessels as the fisheries moved up and down the coast during the year. The arrival of the British expeditionary forces made the community burst at its seams, though. The quays at Harstad were designed to accommodate fishing boats and coastal traffic, not a military operation the size of Avonmouth. Only one of the wooden piers had cranes. There was anchorage for about half a dozen vessels but, except for Bygdenfjorden, a large part of the sheltered waters between the islands was too deep.

The 1st Scots Guards (minus the two companies already at Fossbakken), 1st Irish Guards and 2nd South Wales Borderers landed at Harstad on the 15th and 16th, together with the staff, support units and communication elements of 24th Guards Brigade. Sub-Lieutenant Dalzel-Job had managed to assemble a good number of local vessels to assist and later wrote:


On the 15th April, I took over a number of small steamers and, on the arrival of the convoy, went out to the troopship Batory. After waiting some time for orders, I took the matter into my own hands, sending all troops ashore in the puffers as soon as they could be loaded. Confirmatory orders were received later and when this disembarkation was almost completed, I proceeded to the troopship Monarch of Bermuda, which had then started disembarkation. By evening, when the convoy proceeded to anchorage in Bygden, I had cleared the troops from both ships. Early on the 16th I went to Reina del Pacifico, but disembarkation went slowly for most of the day until an enemy aircraft dropped bombs close to the ship and machine-gunned the decks. I was then asked to get the men ashore as soon as possible in my own way and the ship was clear by evening.51



The landings at Harstad were quickly observed by German reconnaissance aircraft and on both the 15th and 16th bombers were overhead in small numbers. The puffers had no defence against aircraft and they scattered to get out of danger whenever there was an air-raid warning. This saved them from being damaged or sunk as they were too small to be targets for the bombers, but it also slowed down the disembarkation. When British officers held vessels back at gunpoint, some of them were sunk by near misses on the transports and destroyers.52 Beside the puffers, the destroyers Codrington, Electra, Escapade and Ardent had been detached for the disembarkation. Codrington made two trips from Bygdenfjorden to Harstad with troops and stores. Captain (D)1 Creasy wrote:


On the first of these trips Codrington was bombed. Two attacks were made on the outward passage when full of troops, one was made whilst the ship was alongside at Harstad and two more on the passage back to Bygden, empty. Weather conditions were perfect and the bombing was unpleasantly accurate. Use was made of full speed and full rudder and the nearest of the 14 bombs dropped fell about 100 feet on the starboard bow.53
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Ardent disembarking troops and supplies into puffers off Harstad. (M Sellick collection)
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Harstad harbour being bombed on 16 April.



Some of the destroyer captains chose to stay alongside the troopships during the air attacks to defend them. Lieutenant Commander Buss of Electra wrote:


I think that being alongside a large trooper such as Reina del Pacifico embarking some five hundred troops and forty-nine nurses and to watch bombs leave a Junker aeroplane and descend directly in one’s own direction to be one of the most unpleasant experiences. Fortunately, as I have said, they all fell short, but in line. Nevertheless, from the release to the explosion is very appreciable. This bombing had no effect whatever on the operations in hand which proceeded quite uninterrupted and at regular speed. The behaviour of the troops onboard was as though nothing whatever happened.54



Unloading was completed during the 16th and the transports sailed for Britain in the early hours of the 17th without event. The ships of the convoy had not been loaded tactically, meaning that the cargo was brought ashore randomly and had to be sorted before it could be stored or dispatched to the troops. This job was not fully completed until the 20th. Some of the equipment actually had to be re-dispatched to Namsos as it belonged to the 146th Brigade.

The use of Harstad as a base and headquarters for Avonmouth had advantages, but also challenges. Above all, it gave the Allied navy a very large area to protect against submarines and aircraft, while at the same time maintaining offensive patrols to harass the Germans at Narvik. The connection between Harstad and Narvik, apart from the long route around Andøya and Lofoten, was through Tjeldsundet, a twenty-five-mile-long sound between Hinnøy, Tjeldøy and the mainland. It was well charted and marked but treacherous currents and shallows made navigation challenging for the British captains and pilots, not used to inshore sailing in poor weather. A fortunate occurrence for the Allies was the German failure to lay mines in Tjeldsundet. In spite of the obvious importance of this waterway, mining was only attempted once from the air.55

German air supremacy was less pronounced in the Harstad-Narvik region than further south, because, first, there were limited numbers of aircraft to spare, while the battles raged for central Norway. Secondly, the distances involved meant that few aircraft types could reach this far, at least until Værnes was properly established. Still, German air attacks commenced on the day the first convoy arrived and neither ships nor bases were ever safe. Short nights and improving weather meant an increase in the intensity of attacks from the end of April, all the more so as by this time the Allied forces were retreating from central Norway, thus requiring less attention, and by 28 April, Værnes airfield at Trondheim was cleared for use after extensive rebuilding (see Chapter 3).

Light Bofors guns were available early at Harstad, Skånland and other key places, but heavy anti-aircraft artillery was not in place until it was too late.56 The Luftwaffe pilots soon discovered this and also learned that the larger guns of most British ships (except the sloops and A/A cruisers) could not be elevated sufficiently. By staying high, they would be out of reach of the smaller-calibre guns although this meant less accuracy of the bombing as the bombs were seen and could be avoided. Commander Spurgeon of Echo wrote: ‘As soon as an aircraft was seen approaching, our evasive action was to increase speed and alter course immediately following the release of her bomb. This could be seen easily enough, with its wobbly trajectory towards the target. When it exploded a white column of spray would rise, leaving a black and dirty-looking soapy patch on the surface.’57

As the days grew longer during late April and May the times when attacks could be expected were extended. The crews of the ships in the fjords would have to spend long periods at actions stations and had little rest.

‘Jerry came again while we were having supper. Blasted nuisance!’ Lieutenant Hall noted in his diary onboard Enterprise on 18 April.58 By early May, the almost-daily routine of being bombed while navigating the narrow fjords and shelling shore positions themselves was taking its toll. ‘Bombed by about fifteen aircraft but luckily no hit,’ Hall wrote on 10 May. ‘Lasted all afternoon. Where is the Ark Royal?’ ‘Another terrific aerial bombardment,’ was noted on the 12th.’ ‘Dropping 500lb bombs at us now. Very close. Full speed on all boilers. Hoping very much to be relieved shortly. We can’t stand this for ever.’59

The Allied warships could never anchor and their engines were never shut down. Wear soon started to be registered on machines and guns as well as the men. Keeping up the barrages also meant a heavy toll on the ammunition stores and added supply problems. The A/A cruisers were particularly heavy consumers and at times the ammunition barges were more or less constantly alongside, even during the attacks. Three thousand rounds of 4-inch per week was not uncommon per cruiser, and the ammunition stocks were beginning to cause concern at the Admiralty.60 As the nights became shorter, almost non-existent by mid-May, sleep became a luxury, desperately longed for through endless hours of action stations, ammunition hauling and cleaning of the guns. The liners of particularly the 4-inch guns became so worn down as to become hazardous, some shells bursting prematurely when leaving the guns. For those below, things were not much better and news of what was going on up top was scarce, adding to the strain and fear.

The most dangerous attacks came from those Luftwaffe pilots who dared to venture low and use the terrain, mostly Ju88s. On one such instance the destroyer Echo, refuelling from an oiler near Harstad, almost bought it. Commander Spurgeon wrote:


We never saw or heard the dive bomber as it approached below the level of the hilltops on the perimeter of the harbour and skimmed over us to drop its stick of bombs along the tanker’s deck. Echo escaped by a few feet, but we were covered with oil from the explosions when the tanker caught fire. We had just finished refuelling and went ahead, parting all wires, with our departure.61



After this incident the tankers were ordered offshore, outside the range of the German bombers. For repairs, boiler cleans and other necessary overhauls the ships had to move north around North Cape to be out of harm’s way.

For some, the strain became too much: towards the end of the campaign, a growing number of men from several ships had to be left behind when they cast off from Scapa Flow for yet another tour to Norway. On 19 May, the majority of the officers and men of the transport Royal Ulsterman had to be taken off the ship at gunpoint and replaced by a naval crew after refusing to take a another cargo of ammunition to Norway without being fitted with A/A guns and given a proper escort.62

In addition to the transport of troops, the destroyers remaining at Harstad in this early period, Codrington, Escapade, Electra, Acasta and Ardent, were kept busy chasing (largely false) U-boat sightings, escorting empty transports out to sea, transporting orders and personnel among the various landing sites in Vågsfjorden and Ofotfjorden and the odd trip to Namsos with senior officers needing to be reunited with their diverted troops. Fuel became scarce but the situation was helped when the oiler War Pindari arrived from Tromsø.63
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Harstad was continuously bombed throughout April and May, but suffered relatively light damage compared to many other Norwegian coastal cities. (M Sellick collection)



While convoy NP1 landed at Harstad, Warspite remained in Vestfjorden to operate against Narvik and give support if a landing were to be attempted. On the 15th, she headed offshore, exchanging destroyers with the Home Fleet (which was about to return to Scapa Flow), before taking up a supportive position south-west of Skomvær Lighthouse, screened by Hostile, Havock and Foxhound. Vice Admiral Whitworth was put under the orders of Flag Officer, Narvik, and it was anticipated that an attack on Narvik would take place on 16 April. When the fleet set course for home, Furious headed north to Tromsø to fuel, carrying out air reconnaissance of the northern approaches to Narvik on the way.64

Vice Admiral Cunningham’s First Cruiser Squadron with Devonshire, Berwick, Isis, Inglefield, Ilex and Imogen had searched the leads from south of Trondheim and, finding no German ships, rejoined the Home Fleet on the morning of the 13th, off Lofoten. The destroyers were dispatched to refuel during the day at Skjelfjorden and when they returned next morning, Admiral Cunningham sent Berwick with Inglefield and Imogen to examine Andfjorden, Vågsfjorden, Gratangsbotn and the adjacent fjords and inlets ahead of the approaching convoys, while he himself on Devonshire, with Isis and Ilex, proceeded to Tromsø, where he arrived on the 14th.

At Tromsø, Cunningham met with the British vice-consul, Lieutenant Commander Cummings, the Norwegian C-in-C General Fleischer and the Norwegian senior naval officer, Kommandørkaptein Bredsdorff.65 From them he learned that the situation was quiet, except for a few minor bombing raids, and that Fleischer and Bredsdorff were confident they could repel German attempts to land troops from lightly armed vessels. Cunningham advised that all three battalions at Kirkenes should be transferred to Tromsø, but Fleischer, doubtful of Russian intentions and reluctant to denude his northeastern area of troops, said he would leave one behind. After making arrangements for the fuelling of British ships from the considerable quantities of oil available in the region, and planning liaison and intelligence activity,66 Admiral Cunningham sailed with Devonshire, Isis and Ilex that evening for Kirkenes, being joined next morning (15th) by Berwick and Inglefield off Nordkapp.67 The force arrived at Kirkenes at 16:00 and cast off again the same evening, escorting the Norwegian troopships Dronning Maud and King Haakon back to Tromsø with soldiers of I/IR 12. A second convoy was escorted by Imogen two days later with the Alta Battalion.68 These units were eventually disembarked at Sjøvegan in Salangen.

Vice Admiral Cunningham left Tromsø for Britain on 19 April with Devonshire, Berwick and Inglefield, having been ordered to Scapa Flow by Admiral Forbes.69

Cripples’ Creek

The repair ship Vindictive had been rebuilt from a cadet-training ship and was just out of the dockyard when it was sent to Narvik with convoy NP1. She was well equipped with A/A ordnance, having six high-angle single-mount 4-inch Mk V guns and two four-barrel pom-poms, and would be important in the air defence of both Harstad and Skjelfjorden. Upon arrival with convoy NP1, Vindictive embarked the Irish Guards, taking them from Harstad to Bogen north-west of Narvik. Having disembarked them there, she arrived at the repair-base at Skjelfjorden in the early hours of 21 April.70

Skjelfjorden, originally starting off as a ‘temporary refuelling anchorage’ just outside the patrol line in outer Vestfjorden, had, after the two British attacks on Narvik, been turned into a repair-base for the damaged ships. It was a well-protected anchorage, sheltered by tall mountains, over eight hundred metres high. Hotspur was the first to arrive on the 10th, supported by Hostile. Next, Penelope struggled through the narrow entrance to the fjord on the morning of the 12th with her gunwale awash, having been towed from Bodø by Eskimo after grounding there the day before. Shortly after, the German transport Alster, captured in the morning of the 11th by Icarus, was taken to Skjelfjorden, her derricks used in makeshift repair facilities. When the oiler British Lady arrived later on the same day a routine was set up for the destroyers (and later trawlers) to be fuelled and serviced.
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HMS Vindictive. (Photocrome Co Ltd)



After the second attack on Narvik on 13 April, Eskimo, Cossack and Punjabi arrived in short succession to be attended to. In the weeks to come, Skjelfjorden would become somewhat of a haven and be affectionately known as ‘Cripples’ Creek.

Ordinary Seaman Peter ‘Buck’ Taylor was 20 years old at the time, enlisted for the duration, and onboard his first ship. His place was at number six starboard pom-pom. Sixty-nine years later, the events at Narvik were still remembered vividly:


According to our Navigating Officer Ellison, the Vindictive had 99 air attacks during our stay at Skjelfjord, Harstad and Narvik. The guns were fired to extinction and had to be replaced when we returned to Britain. I was ammunition handler and it was hard work. The ammunition was moved from the magazine below in shrapnel protecting containers and passed to the gun crews who removed the articulated skeins of fourteen two pounder graze-nose and clipped them onto a moving gun feeding belt using a wooden mallet. This mallet was soon discarded and belts were connected quicker with the side of a clenched hand. There were high-level, low-level and dive-bombing attacks but you had no time to look up, and I rarely saw the individual aircraft. We could hear them though, and after the aircraft pulled up, they usually went out of the arc of fire and the guns stopped firing. There was an eerie silence for a few seconds until we could hear the sound of the bomb falling and see tell-tale bomb vapour trails slanting in our direction. It was scary of course, but we were just too busy to be afraid. In every little break, shell cases were being dragged clear of the gun mounting and dumped overboard making sure that the Layer and Trainer could operate trouble-free. There were no direct hits on the Vindictive but every time there was a near miss, you could feel the old ship move in the water and she gave a moaning, metallic sound from being twisted by the tremendous forces of the bombs.71



Hartvig Sverdrup was a businessman in Reine south of Skjelfjorden, specialising in all kinds of fish and fish produce. On 10 April, locals reported having seen what later turned out to be Hotspur being assisted into Skjelfjorden by Hostile. Further reports indicated the ships to be Allied, and Sverdrup set off to see what was going on and to offer his assistance. Lauritz Hansen, the bailiff of Flakstad, the village at the head of the fjord, had already been in touch with the ships, but language problems made any useful assistance difficult. Sverdrup spoke good English, however, and soon after his arrival a unique cooperation was instigated. Pragmatically, he gave the officers he talked to ‘an open promise of every assistance, supplies and expedients which the local population, the district’s institutions and organisations were capable of giving, at prices normally paid in that part of the country before the outbreak of war.’ Cynical as this may seem with hindsight, Sverdrup knew that in a part of the country with scant resources, this was what it would take to make things work, without anybody seeking to enrich himself in any way.72 Later Sverdrup wrote:


The attitude of the British towards the Norwegians seemed rather sceptical to begin with, but having proved by our actions that we were both willing to, and capable of, helping in many ways, they soon made use of our assistance to a great extent. I believe I am right in saying that the district was able to fulfil all requests put forward by our Allies. As I had no qualifications for judging military operations, I restricted myself to the task of obtaining, through various channels, the expedients and information required. In addition to supplying stores of every kind and acting as an interpreter, I tried to obtain maps, guides, pilots etc., and to be the connecting link between the Norwegians and the Allied Fleet stationed at Skjelfjord.73
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Twenty-year-old Ordinary Seaman Peter ‘Buck’ Taylor, ammunition handler at number six starboard pom-pom onboard Vindictive. (P Taylor collection)
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Skjelfjord, April 1940. Vindictive behind, the stern of Eskimo in centre and an unidentified trawler to the left. (Norsk Bjergningskompani via E Skjold)



This worked beyond all expectations; in particular when the Norwegian repair vessel Stærkodder from Norsk Bjergningskompani in Lødingen arrived on the 13th, just in time to save Penelope from sinking.

Captain Andreas Emblem of Stærkodder and his crew were to give sterling service to the damaged British warships until the ‘Creek’ was abandoned.74 On the 17th, the destroyer Jupiter arrived from Scapa Flow with temporary salvage gear, including several much-needed pumps and a staff of experienced salvage officers. When Vindictive also arrived four days later, the capacity of the repair-base increased significantly and the ‘Creek’ became a very efficient base. After a while, it turned out that Vindictive, in spite of her large amount of equipment, was less efficient than anticipated as a repair ship for the tasks at hand in Skjelfjorden and she was used for many other tasks such as troop transport, command ship and a highly efficient A/A platform.
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(Left) Skjelfjord seen through the entrance from Lofoten. Stjerntinden, the highest peak on the eastern side (right in picture) is over 900 metres high. (M Swan collection). (Right) Skjelfjorden from the inside looking out. The waters to the west of the island of Kunna (right in picture) are shallow and not navigable. (Norsk Bjergningskompani via E Skjold)



As things became organised, the net-layer Protector, also arriving with convoy NP1, laid indicator nets for the protection of the entrance to Skjelfjorden and an A/S patrol of trawlers was established outside. A shore signal station was established at the head of the fjord in the local police station. This operation became very efficient and, as it had both radio and telephone contact, developed into something of an intelligence centre. Information was received by telephone from a network of local informants, and forwarded to naval authorities in Tromsø and directly to the ships in Skjelfjorden. Sverdrup spent a considerable amount of his time translating all the incoming signals into English, as well as indicating on maps the location of all the place names mentioned. Some of the reports arriving were obviously erroneous or mistaken and Sverdrup discarded those that he reckoned were ‘too fantastic’. Once, he forwarded an urgent signal: ‘Five submarines heading up Vestfjorden at speed’, followed a few minutes later by ‘For submarines, read whales.’75

The naval airbase at Skatøra had one of the best radios in the whole of northern Norway and was used as the central hub in a network of information forwarded from places like Skjelfjorden and Bodø. From there it was translated and forwarded to the British headquarters in Harstad and also to Wick radio station in Britain. The intelligence network developed by SDD3 became very efficient and eventually developed into one of the few points of almost seamless co-operation between Norwegian and British forces.76

Lookout posts in the mountains around Skjelfjorden were established and a communication network of local telegraph and telephone stations was set up as an early warning of incoming German aircraft. Local fishing boats were used for all kinds of ferrying and services in the fjord and surrounding areas, including transport of men, food and water to and from the ships – all ships arriving in Skjelfjorden were short of provisions. Paymaster Commander Sharp assumed duties as base administration officer and – partly from supplies obtained from local sources and partly from Penelope’s own stores, supplemented with those from Vindictive and Protector – managed to set up a satisfactory supply chain. Fresh water remained an issue, however, and, supplied in barrels transported from Reine by puffers and off-duty trawlers, had to be rationed. Timber, wood, cement and other material required for salvage work were obtained locally. Most of the holes in the ships’ sides were plugged from the outside by the divers of Stærkodder with wooden pegs made watertight by sheep-tallow – an old method used efficiently for centuries on the local fishing boats. Eventually the hull could be pumped clear of water, the cracks cemented from the inside and bulkheads reinforced by timber props where necessary. The amount of tallow needed was substantial and was bought discreetly from all over Lofoten so as not to raise suspicion as to what was going on.

For most of the sailors onboard the damaged ships, the days were long and tedious, with little to do. Some were relocated to Alster, while others were accommodated ashore. Soon there was a lively interaction with the two hundred Norwegians in the local community, skiing and toboggan competitions being popular as well as sailing and rowing regattas when the weather improved. Needless to say, the girls of the region added significantly to the attraction of being ashore.

Many of the men from the damaged ships were wounded, some seriously. At first, these men were very reluctant to leave their ships and go to a Norwegian ‘country hospital far north of the Arctic Circle’. Necessity prevailed, however, and eventually some thirty officers and ratings were sent to Gravdal hospital in Buksnesfjorden further east in Lofoten, where there was x-ray equipment available. Surgeon Lieutenant Donald of Hotspur accompanied them with a supply of medical stores from Penelope and, in cooperation with Chief Surgeon Christian Grimsgaard and his staff, treated the wounded sent there to the satisfaction of all involved.77
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A local girl catching the attention of the sailors onboard the trawler Northern Spray. (E Skjold collection)



All ships arriving at Skjelfjorden, however damaged, were able to return to Britain. Punjabi and Hotspur left on 20 April, in the company of the now empty British Lady, escorted by Jupiter. Cossack took a few days longer to get ready, but by 23 April she could return to Britain on her own accord with steam on two boilers, accompanying the likewise empty War Pindari.78 Alster left on the 24th, but she headed for Tromsø.79

Norwegian divers inspected the hull of Penelope and found her to be even more damaged than anticipated. There was damage to the keel and the bottom plates were buckled along most of the ship’s length with several large holes, especially under the engine room. The rudder was also damaged and only the port inner propeller of her four screws was without damage. There was extensive flooding and all oil fuel tanks had been contaminated. As the evaporators were out of action, fresh water had to be obtained in barrels from shore.80

According to Sverdrup, Captain Yates of Penelope isolated himself in his cabin, not wishing to talk to anybody but his officers, and Sverdrup’s communication with the British was mainly through the first officer, Commander Allen, and Paymaster Commander Sharp.81
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The cruiser Penelope flanked by Eskimo and Stærkodder guarded by a trawler. (P Taylor collection)



The danger of air attack was constant at Skjelfjorden and in reality it was only a question of time before the Germans would discover the anchorage. To try to avoid being sighted for as long as possible, the ships staying long term were painted in white and brown and there were standing orders not to fire on any aircraft unless it was apparent that the anchorage had been observed. Incredibly, this lasted a full month, until 10 May, before the first attack came. From the time a German reconnaissance aircraft finally flew over the anchorage at 06:30 on 10 May, it was only a matter of hours before the bombers arrived. From then on there would be continuous bombing until the fjord had been evacuated.

The first bombers arrived at noon on the 10th. Penelope, Vindictive, Zulu, Witch, Isis, Eskimo, Blyscawica, the tugs Bandit and Buccaneer, two trawlers and three merchant ships were in Skjelfjorden at the time.82 Eight Ju88s dropped around forty bombs and the majority of the attacks were made on Penelope, anchored at the head of the fjord. There were no direct hits, but a stick of bombs falling close to her port side abreast the 4-inch gun deck resulted in extensive shrapnel damage. Paymaster Commander Sharp and four ratings were killed, while a further eighteen were wounded. Sub-Lieutenant Warwick of the trawler St Lomas described the attack on the 10th:


Whilst lying in Skjel Fjord with HMS Penelope, Zulu, Witch, Isis, Eskimo and a Polish destroyer [Blyscawica], enemy aircraft flying well over a perfectly directed barrage, which was bursting directly beneath them, scored an indirect hit on Penelope and dropped two patterns of six bombs which exploded within 30 to 50 yards of the ship. A further two patterns of six were staggered round us and Eskimo, the nearest being 25 yards from our stern. The two planes making this attack were at least 5,000 feet up as tracer bullets from our Oerlikon Gun were falling short three quarters of the distance up.83



None of the ships had been hit and none of the Junkers was lost, in spite of claims to the contrary. It was obvious that the Germans, having discovered Skjelfjorden, immediately realised what it was being used for. Hence it was decided to abandon the anchorage and send those ships that could make it home to Britain. Penelope and Isis were the first to leave, just before midnight on the 10th: Bandit towing Penelope and Buccaneer towing Isis, escorted by Campbell and Witch with five transports in company.84 Calcutta saw them safely off the coast before returning to Skjelfjorden to protect the anchorage. Eskimo was not yet ready, and after being the target of another forty bombs the next day, she was towed to the anchorage at Holsflua by Vindictive on the 14th, escorted by Calcutta and some trawlers. ‘A hairy 24-hour experience in broad daylight,’ according to Peter Taylor, who remembered being bombed numerous times along the route.85 On the 16th, Eskimo proceeded to Harstad under her own power. Peter Taylor’s shipmate Ordinary Seaman Jack Goodwin was a gunner at one of the forward 4-inch guns of Vindictive. He made a few short notes in a small pocket-diary every day. The second week of May is graphically described:





	10th May:

	Very much in action. Bombs very near ship. Ship next to ours damaged. Casualties.




	11th May:

	Work. Action Stations all day. Bombs very close.




	12th May:

	Work + Action Stations. French Foreign Legion onboard. Bombarded Bjerkvik.




	13th May:

	Landed troops. Work + Action Stations. Still in luck, Very tired. Sleepy.




	14th May:

	Worked + Action Stations. Seven raids today. Our luck can’t always hold. Mentioned in wireless.




	15th May:

	Work + Action Stations. Still they come. German prisoner onboard. Mail arrives.




	16th May:

	WK. Action Stations. Another ship damaged. Admiral arrives onboard. Very tired. Raided all day.




	17th May:

	Work. No Action Station till late afternoon when raided by surprise. Shrapnel hits ship.




	18th May:

	Action Stations five in morning. Working on LMC boats. Ashore Harstad. Living in trawler.




	19th May:

	Quietest day for over a week. No raids. Busy day. Working ashore on LCMs86








During this period, Vindictive was first at Skjelfjorden, where she experienced the heavy air attacks on the 10th and 11th, then, on the 12th and 13th, she supported the landings at Bjerkvik, carrying French troops. On the 14th and 15th, she was back in Skjelfjorden and more bombing attacks, before going to Harstad through Tjeldsundet on the night of the 16th. Air raids had increased significantly over the town and her A/A defences were considered of more use there than her repair facilities at Skjelfjorden. Vindictive largely manoeuvred in the fjord to avoid the bombs, unless alongside for embarkation of stores or troops or refuelling. The 19th was indeed a quiet day and some of the watches were stood down and detailed to working parties cleaning the ship, while others, including Jack Goodwin, were sent ashore on different repair jobs. The German prisoner referred to came onboard with two wounded French soldiers in the early morning of the 13th while off Bjerkvik and was presumably one of the ex-destroyer men manning the machine guns who had been left behind (see below). He appears to have been wounded and was sent to hospital in Harstad in the evening of the 16th.87
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Eskimo almost ready to depart for Britain. (P Taylor collection)



When she eventually left for Britain on 26 May, towed stern first by the tug Bandit, Eskimo sent to Vindictive: ‘We must thank you for all the generous treatment of every sort we have been given. We should have been lost without you and your A/A protection and are very grateful.’88

Power Struggle

Lord Cork and General Mackesy met for the first time on the 15th in Vågsfjorden onboard Aurora. It was a very reserved meeting, which did little to improve their relationship. General Mackesy was convinced that Lord Cork was ‘playing the game’ of Churchill – whom he considered responsible for the whole mess in the first place – and not at all conciliatory towards what he believed to be navy interference with army matters. The two commanders had left Britain with ‘diametrically opposite views as to what was required’ and Mackesy firmly held that his troops were not equipped for any opposed landing and would not be for some time. Already on 9 April, waiting for orders to go to Norway but without knowing exactly where, he resented the thought of an ‘opposed landing’ – whether against Norwegians or Germans – with ‘what was a typical advanced party, chiefly administrative personnel, loaded for a peaceful and orderly landing at an organised, friendly port’.89

Mackesy regarded a landing in deep snow against machine guns as unfeasible and refused to be hurried even when put under strong pressure from London, where the government accepted responsibility for whatever losses might be incurred in an immediate attack. The guns of the fleet could not silence the German guns, he held, and an advance through deep snow under machine-gun fire would not be possible. Instead, Mackesy favoured moving south from safe, unopposed landing places at Gratangen, Lavangen and Salangen, across the mountains, towards Rombaksfjorden. Landings at Bogen in the west to secure the Øyjord peninsula would give positions for field guns needed to cover landings in proper landing craft at Narvik proper. For this, he wished to wait for the arrival of the French mountain troops and did not consider the Norwegians as a resource.

There was a large portion of distrust from British officers towards the Norwegians and their abilities, resulting in less than optimal utilisation of available intelligence, weather forecasts, local knowledge and specialist competence. On 17 April, General Mackesy found it necessary to comment in a signal to the War Office: ‘Norwegian troops are almost entirely untrained and I have, I am afraid, not much confidence in them.’ Later, he relied on the French Chasseurs to move south from Gratangen ‘in conjunction with such Norwegian troops as were ready to fight’, apparently not believing these would be numerous.

At one place in his report, Mackesy stated that ‘taken as a whole, I regarded [the Norwegians] as being utterly untrustworthy, perhaps 50%, or more, were in sympathy with, and a large number actively assisted the Germans.’ On what he based this fatal misconception is not elaborated. Instead he held that: ‘The only officer I ever met whom I would have trusted implicitly was General Major Fleischer … and he was far more the student than the soldier.’ General Ruge was dismissed as ‘an out and out crook.90 Where this suspicion originated from is difficult to fathom fully. Fleischer’s troops were not untrained and they were well equipped to fight in a country they knew well and under conditions they had mastered. Language might have played a role, fear of treason likewise, even if espionage and collaboration with the Germans has never been documented to any extent. The only place where first-hand evidence for fifth-column activities has been encountered is a note on 24 May in the diary of Dietl’s adjutant, Oberst Herrmann. On this day he notes briefly that a female agent (eine Agentin) ‘arrived with excellent news, had her backpack filled with bacon, chocolate, sausages and cigarettes, received new orders and vanished without a trace, as she had come’.91 It has not been possible to ascertain who this woman was and what news she brought from where. The fact that the anchorage at Skjelfjorden was kept away from German knowledge for a full month should have been proof enough of the general Norwegian ability to keep secrets when necessary. Interestingly, Oberst Herrmann repeatedly complains that the Norwegians are forwarding information on German positions and depots to the British.

Rowland Kenney, British press attaché at the embassy in Oslo, and active as intelligence officer in the Romsdalsfjord area from his arrival there on 10 April until he was evacuated, wrote upon his return to Britain:


Since my return to England on Friday 3rd May, I have noticed a tendency to belittle the courage and resisting power of the Norwegian forces and over-emphasise the extent of the treachery of certain Norwegians who favoured the Nazi regime. In my opinion this is unworthy of the British people and the sooner it is dropped as an excuse for our inability to save Norway from German invasion the better. The accounts of Norwegian treachery have been greatly exaggerated and the courageous spirit of the Norwegians was obvious to anyone on the spot, and was emphasised by the remarkable result of the Norwegian resistance, which succeeded in holding up the German advance through Central Norway for nearly a fortnight with a few thousand men, armed mostly with rifles and a few machine guns … The real handicap for the Norwegian defences was not native treachery or lack of courage, but the early loss of the arsenals combined with the lack of organisation.92



It is feasible the British officers going to Narvik believed, based on the orders issued, they were not there primarily to help the Norwegians repelling the German invasion, but to ‘safeguard Narvik and the railway to the Swedish border [while] an opportunity might arise to go to, and deny, the Gällivare ore-fields to Germany. Mackesy later wrote: ‘Narvik was really a name on the map, the place itself of little use to anyone. Our real objective was to defeat the German forces and get established on the Swedish border.’

Ignorance of Norway and the Norwegian mind-set was widespread among the British officers: undoubtedly affected by the propaganda justifying the planned intervention in Norway and Sweden in March and the mine-laying in April. Here, the Norwegians were portrayed as reclusive, passively accepting German ‘violations’ and thwarting the Allied cause.93 In Mackesy’s personal report, there is a lengthy introduction where he describes how, in March, preparing for the intervention to secure ore fields and sending Allied troops to Finland, he sees Norway (and Sweden) as potential enemies his troops will have to fight to fulfil their mission. Seeing the assignment to Narvik, when he finally got to go in April, as a continuation of the previous Avonmouth schemes, it is perhaps no wonder that he resented co-operation with, far less subordination to, the Norwegian forces. In his report, Mackesy has an underlined passage regarding the Norwegian forces, which he admits knowing very little of: ‘The first thing was to get in touch with them and try to prevent them throwing their hands in.’ Perhaps this was understandable while still at Scapa Flow, but why he did not see upon arrival in Norway that General Fleischer, quite to the contrary, was mobilising as fast as possible is not easy to explain.94

Whatever the reasons, Mackesy undoubtedly lost an opportunity to achieve his objectives, in spite of direct orders to ‘co-operate with Norwegian forces’, by choosing to operate in arrogant isolation and not initiating a constructive and equitable relationship with General Fleischer. Mackesy complains bitterly over the lack of air reconnaissance, air photographs and maps. That the Norwegians could have provided him with this, had he asked, seems not to have been realised.95 For Fleischer, the British inactivity must have been frustrating, but it never weakened his determination to drive the Germans out by his own resources.

In all fairness, there was a lot about the Allies that the Norwegian officers did not comprehend either, militarily as well as culturally. In particular, their impatience to hit back at the Germans made them forget that the vast majority of the British and French soldiers were in a country totally alien to them. The snow, the cold, the mountains, the fjords, the thaw, the lack of darkness at night: everything was new, adding to the stress of being at war.

In the diary, Oberst Herrmann noted on 3 May that the Norwegian soldiers were dangerous opponents, but mostly lacked ‘the guts’ to break through the German lines in a decisive manner.96 A few weeks later, another German officer wrote:


Usually the Norwegians attacked when the weather was poor. They fought harder than ever. That they were skilled skiers, and knew how to fight on skis we already knew as well as the fact that they had several excellent marksmen. But that they now also attacked well-prepared positions head on came as a surprise. If beaten back, they regrouped and came at us again over their fallen comrades, rolling up our positions. These wilful Norwegian ‘peace soldiers’ had adapted to the war in a very short time and had become a dangerous opponent.97



In the first phase of the campaign, the Norwegian forces of the 6th Division were the only ones actually in contact with the German forces on the ground in the Narvik-Harstad region. Up until mid-May, only a few of the other Allied battalions became involved. The Norwegian soldiers, mainly locals used to the conditions and terrain, were given the arduous task of fighting in the mountains. That meant constant exposure to frost, icy winds, wet clothes, hunger, fear and lack of sleep. Everything was white and many were affected by snow-blindness even if the sun was absent. Worst off were those that had to follow the ridges and peaks. Here there was no protection from the wind and few places to rest. There were no roads and all supplies, ammunition, food, equipment and wounded had to be carried or dragged on sledges. Moving around in this terrain without skis was virtually impossible. The fighting was hard, often between small units aggressively led by young officers, and great bravery was shown time and again on both sides. Hence, the British scepticism regarding the Norwegian soldiers and their leadership may seem a trifle unjust.

*   *   *

Much to his despair, Lord Cork had to accept that the wintry conditions and prolonged spell of bad weather, lasting virtually from the arrival of the expedition corps to the 27th/28th, made it impossible to hasten the operations. After another meeting with Mackesy on the 16th, where the general again refused to initiate an immediate assault on Narvik, Cork sent a signal to the Admiralty: ‘German defences are now known to be strong and possibility of assault is ruled out. Until snow melts about end of April, operations on any scale across country cannot take place and shelter is needed for Troops.’98

Later Cork composed a draft communication, which for unknown reasons was never sent, saying that he was convinced that under the guns of Warspite, supported by two cruisers and eight destroyers, the troops could be landed directly at Narvik with acceptable losses. Not even the morale of the Gebirgsjägers could survive the ordeal of such a bombardment at close range and landings to mop them up would be met by only symbolic resistance, Cork maintained.99 General Mackesy explained his tenacity in a letter to the War Office:


During 14th April and the following days all available information pointed to Narvik itself being strongly held and to the fact that the naval action of 13th April had by no means demoralised the garrison as a whole. The probability was that the garrison had, in fact, been increased by nearly 1000 good fighting men from the sunken German ships; this was fully confirmed by subsequent intelligence reports. My troops had been embarked for a peaceful landing at a friendly and organized port and could not be ready for active operations for some days … It soon became certain that the enemy held Narvik in considerable strength. All the existing defences had been handed over intact by the Norwegian garrison. A personal reconnaissance convinced me that topography favoured the defence, and that an opposed landing was quite out of the question so long as the deep snow and existing weather conditions persisted, and so long as my force lacked landing craft, tanks, adequate artillery support, adequate anti-aircraft defence and air co-operation. The problem was, of course, not merely one of landing, but one of carrying out a subsequent advance of several miles; yet, owing to the configuration of the ground, not even during the first mile could support be given by ships’ guns. I decided, therefore, that my first objective must be to secure the Øyjord and Ankenes peninsulas, north and south of Narvik, from which in due course observed fire could be brought to bear on the enemy defences. Both these peninsulas were held by the enemy.100



The phrase ‘considerable strength’ would probably have amused Dietl somewhat, had he known at the time. In addition, ‘all the existing defences’ of the Norwegians at Narvik consisted of two machine-gun bunkers. All other fortifications had been built by the Germans after their arrival; more every day. Mackesy also overlooked the fact that a large number of the Norwegian soldiers had marched out of the town and, at the time he arrived, held the eastern part of the railway line.

On the 19th, the War Office changed the codename of Mackesy’s command from Avonmouth to ‘Rupertforce’ and, the next day, supreme command in the north was given to Lord Cork.101 He continued to argue for an attack on Narvik without delay, particularly as he knew that Warspite would not be available for long to give support.102 It was to no avail. General Mackesy took Aurora on a personal reconnaissance to Narvik on the 20th and came back reporting to the CIGS that ‘the conditions essential for a successful opposed landing do not at present exist.’ Why this was so is not entirely clear from his report. Mackesy did not ‘rule out such a landing at a later stage’, though, provided artillery and landing craft were made available. There were ‘no beaches which could be used effectively under present deep snow’, he held, and a landing from open boats in the prevailing conditions ‘must be ruled out absolutely’. The piers could be used to land soldiers from destroyers running alongside, he admitted, but without elaborating concluded that: ‘the prospects of successful exploitation of a landing so made are non-existent.’103 It is interesting in this context to note that Captain Louis Hamilton of Aurora wrote in his report: ‘I enjoyed a very close and friendly co-operation with Brigadier the Hon. William Fraser, commanding the 24th Guards Brigade, and a plan for landing inside Narvik harbour was well advanced when the Brigadier had the misfortune to be wounded, after which the Army declined to proceed with the plan.’104

In all fairness, General Mackesy most likely saw the potential of a costly failure with significant loss of British lives as real. He probably also considered the capture of Narvik more driven by prestige than by military necessity. Mackesy was a righteous man and much of his hesitance can undoubtedly be ascribed to a genuine concern for his soldiers and the perils he believed they would face should he authorise an attack on Narvik. Another angle to his tenacity is revealed in a comment he made in the minutes of a meeting with Lord Cork, which recorded that, in the general’s opinion, it was:


… not a justifiable operation of war for a numerically inferior force, scarcely able to move owing to the snow, to attack an enemy who enjoys all the advantages of the defensive. When the difficulties of landing from open boats on very limited beaches are added, the operation becomes sheer bloody murder. Without definite orders to do so, general Mackesy will NOT carry out the proposed assault.



To this Mackesy added: ‘The minutes are not quite accurate in the reference to the snows of Narvik. My words which were more emphatic than those recorded were: “So far as I am concerned, I will not have the snows of Narvik substituted for the mud of Passchendaele in public opinion.”’105

According to the Manual of Combined Operations, it was a prerequisite for any system of joint command that the commanders should be temperamentally suited to each other and have a level of experience and knowledge of the other service that made co-operation natural. Neither seems to have been considered much by the respective staffs in London when appointing their C-in-Cs – and by giving Lord Cork supreme command of an operation considered to be an army matter by his subordinate, things would never be easy.

On the 20th, Aurora bombarded ‘military objectives’ (in the words of the navy) and ‘did a little shooting at military targets of doubtful veracity’ (in the words of General Mackesy). Whatever way it was considered, no noticeable fire was returned. Mackesy took this to mean that naval artillery with flat trajectories was easy to hide from and that ‘the machine gun detachments always come up when bombardment ceases.’ A lengthy bombardment of Narvik to suppress the German garrison would, in Mackesy’s opinion, not be ‘militarily effective’ but rather would devastate the town and destroy the good relationship with the Norwegians. He even went so far as suggesting bombardment would be contrary to the instructions given to him before departure and would need a direct order from the Cabinet to be executed. Nothing but a complete surrender of the town could in General Mackesy’s opinion justify the landing of Allied troops at Narvik under the prevailing conditions. Lord Cork realised he was fighting an uphill battle and settled for a compromise bombardment of military targets in Narvik, trying to force a German surrender.106
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Richard Carson was Chief Yeoman of Signals in the destroyer Inglefield until January 1940 when he was transferred to the staff of Lord Cork, following him to Harstad. Here he stands by the temporary graves of two of his friends killed on 1 May when the British naval headquarters at the Grand Hotel received a direct hit from a German bomb. Leading Signalman James Edward Lasseter and Marine Lewis Thomas George both rest at Harstad cemetery today (Llewellyn is apparently a mistake). (R Carson collection)



Churchill was not impressed by Mackesy’s caution and held that his policy would mean that ‘we shall be held up in front of Narvik for several weeks’, while the Germans would claim the Allies to have been ‘brought to a standstill’.107 He persuaded the Military Coordination Committee to send Mackesy a signal, which he himself had drafted:


Your proposals involve damaging deadlock at Narvik and the neutralisation of one of our best brigades. We cannot send you the Chasseurs Alpins. HMS Warspite will be needed elsewhere in two or three days. Full consideration should therefore be given by you to an assault upon Narvik by Warspite and the destroyers, which might also operate up Rombak Fjord. The capture of the port and town would be an important success. Send us your appreciation and act at once if you consider right. Matter most urgent.108



Churchill also signalled Lord Cork directly, bypassing the Admiralty as well as Admiral Forbes: ‘should you consider that situation is being mishandled, it is your duty to report either to me personally, or to the Admiralty upon it, and what you would do yourself.’109 Cork answered that he did not consider it ‘mishandled’ and that he at this stage felt he had to accept the opinion of his army colleague regarding an immediate assault. To which Churchill replied on the 19th:


We have altered the emphasis of operations against Trondheim in such a way as to place Warspite and her escorting destroyers at your disposal. I am naturally gratified by the view now taken by the Military, but frankly I do not understand what is intended. I thought that … Narvik port and town could certainly be dominated by the fire of our warships and that the houses could be occupied with the forces you possess. Once this is achieved we have the trophy at which all Europe is looking, we have a bridge-head for further landings and our men sleep under such shelter as may be left, while the enemy sleep in the snow.110



At this stage, even Ironside was becoming dissatisfied with his man at Narvik and noted in his diary that Mackesy appeared to have ‘failed utterly and to be in a thoroughly disgruntled state. We shall have to liquidate this affair of Narvik …’111 On the 20th, after having been appointed supreme commander of all Allied forces at Narvik, Cork received a signal from Churchill, who undoubtedly had been paramount in the decision to elevate his status: ‘It seems to me, that you can feel your way and yet strike hard. Please keep us informed as much as possible. Ask for what you want. Remember Luleå is open in about a month. Count on the unflinching support of your friends at the Admiralty.’112

In the evening of 21 April, the issue of how to approach Narvik was taken a step further when Lord Cork received for approval a message from General Mackesy to London – allegedly after Mackesy had been addressed by some naval officers who were unwilling to instigate bombardment of a part of Narvik ‘known to contain some 5,000 Norwegians’. After some deliberations, approval was given and the signal sent:


Before the proposed action against Narvik commences, I have the honour to inform you that I feel it my duty to represent to you that I am convinced that there is not one officer or man under my command who will not feel shame for himself and his country if the thousands of Norwegian men, women and children in Narvik are subjected to the bombardment proposed.113



To which Churchill angrily replied to Lord Cork:


If this officer appears to spread a bad spirit through higher ranks of land forces, do not, repeat not, hesitate to relieve him or put him under arrest. Presume you have read instructions about bombardment which were issued at outbreak of war to all services … If you need to go in any way beyond these instructions on account of enemy using shelter of buildings to maintain himself in Narvik, you may deem it wise to give adequate warning by every means, including if possible leaflets and inform German commander that all civilians must leave town and that he will be held responsible if he obstructs their departure.114



Lord Cork found the situation was unendurable and attempted to defuse it:


In the event you mention, I shall not hesitate to assert my authority but do not think need will arise … I am proceeding Tuesday 23rd April to Narvik to bombard military objectives. Narvik has been warned by broadcast from Tromsø that town is liable to bombardment at any time. Am not proposing any more definite warning to avoid giving enemy opportunity to summon air forces.



Lord Cork set the date for the bombardment of Narvik as 24 April. As expected, the Germans picked up the warnings radioed from Tromsø and Generalleutnant Dietl decided to evacuate everybody not strictly needed for the defence of the town, including himself. Major Haussels, senior officer of II/GJR 139 was appointed town commander and given charge of all remaining troops, including naval units, to defend the town. Dietl and his staff halted at Sildvik for a week before continuing into the mountains, establishing permanent headquarters near Bjørnfjell, where he was to remain until he could return to Narvik in early June. As the bombardment of the town intensified, Major Haussels also decided to move outside the centre and left command in Narvik proper to Oberleutnant Poetsch.115

A heavy snowfall started on the 23rd and continued throughout the night into the following day. It prevented cover by aircraft from Furious, but also sheltered the fleet from German air attacks. Approaching Narvik early in the morning of the 24th, Lord Cork now had his flag on the cruiser Effingham, which had arrived on the 20th. With him were General Mackesy and Brigadier Fraser, commander of the 24th Brigade. The other ships of the bombardment force were Warspite, Enterprise, Aurora and Zulu.116 Meanwhile the Irish Guards were standing by in Bogen, onboard Vindictive with Electra in support, should an opportunity to land in Narvik arise. It was General Mackesy’s clear condition that they would not move until after a German surrender of Narvik was effective and the Germans had hoisted a white flag.

Aurora and Zulu at first made a sweep into Rombaksfjorden, firing at targets along the railway line for forty minutes, after which they moved into Herjangsfjorden. The main bombardment started at 07:05 and lasted almost three hours. It was intended to be targeting strictly military targets, but due to the snowfall there was little to see and still less to aim for. Several civilian houses were destroyed, as were depots, piers, office buildings, a few gun positions and a large part of the electricity infrastructure. At this stage of the war there was little experience in naval bombardment of shore targets; in addition the dense snow made identification and observation difficult, so most of the shells were fired blindly into the town and surroundings. Telegraph poles appear to have been popular targets – probably as they at least could be seen above the snow. The Germans had few means of defence against the bombardment and withdrew along the railway. The civilians went into their basements. Damage to the railway station and ore-loading facilities appeared moderate and a small transport was sunk in the harbour. General Mackesy did not see the white flag he insisted on, however, and no landings were attempted, in spite of an almost deserted town. Instead, the British ships retired.117

Warspite immediately set course for Britain and arrived at Scapa Flow in the afternoon of 26 April. From there she returned to the Mediterranean, while Vice Admiral Whitworth transferred his flag to Renown at Rosyth.118 On the 25th, Lord Cork sent to the Admiralty:


Snow is several feet deep in country round Narvik and still falling. Under these conditions any direct attack upon the Narvik peninsula is impossible. Present intention is to work into position to deliver such an attack immediately conditions allow. With this object troops are establishing themselves on both sides of Ofotfjord at Bogen and Ballangen. Movements already made and in progress, objectives peninsulas north and south of Narvik … Ships are now engaged stopping communication by sea with town and destroying railway. It is intended when Chasseurs are ready to deploy them to destroy detachments at Bjerkvik and to approach Narvik from east.119



Mackesy was reasonably content with this, even if he complained that the signal was sent from Lord Cork and not from himself. The crisis in the British command was lessened for some time, but the differences between Mackesy and Cork would continue throughout April and the first half of May. Cork tried with all his power to persuade Mackesy to focus his forces on Narvik and leave the troops outside the town to the French and Norwegians. The general, however, stubbornly held that his way was the only ‘militarily sound and practicable’ way and that ‘a direct attack upon Narvik landing from open boats, supported only by naval gunfire must be ruled out absolutely.’ He added that he was ‘more than ever convinced that such an attempt would be a costly and bloody failure’ and had things his way for a while.120

Around the time of the bombardment of Narvik, Cork and Mackesy were informed that French troops were on their way, in the form of three battalions of Chasseurs Alpins. On Sunday 28 April, Lord Cork invited the recently arrived French Général Béthouart and Brigadier Fraser to join him on a reconnaissance trip to Narvik onboard the destroyer Codrington to get ‘a view of the area from seaward and taking the opportunity of bombarding any targets that might offer’. Captain Creasy of Codrington wrote:


Narvik was passed at a range of 2000 yards and fire was opened on an A/A battery and a railway viaduct. The ship then reconnoitred Rombaks Fiord, firing at a machine gun post and a railway emplacement. A German machine gun post on the southern entrance to the fjord fired a short burst at the ship on her way out and this was answered with fire from the ‘X’ and ‘Y’ guns and a short burst from the pom-pom. A train was located in a siding in the approaches to Narvik and Codrington was stopped whilst the train was bombarded. After two ranging rounds, the first full salvo hit at a range of 1800 yards and appeared to be completely effective.121



Mackesy, who had not been invited onboard Codrington, found it necessary to remind Lord Cork that he was the senior army commander of all Allied forces, and that Général Béthouart was his subordinate.122

On 22 April, the Norwegian naval officer Løytnant Kleppe, who had been assigned to Cork’s staff before he left Britain, returned from a clandestine tour of the surroundings of Narvik. He reported with confidence that there were no more than one thousand Germans in the town with virtually no artillery or A/A guns.123 This information, however, like much other information from similar sources, appears to have been ignored or disbelieved. What would have happened with a more aggressive leader of the Allied land forces at Narvik in place, we shall never know.

As April passed into May, the rising temperature meant melting snow and, if anything, a deterioration of the conditions. In the mountains the deep snow became slush, making everything wet and any movement an effort. In the lowlands, roads and fields turned to quagmires, which would last until mid-May, when the snow had fully melted and the land dried up.

On 8 May, the debate in the War Cabinet, which had developed over several days, showed there was a growing dissatisfaction within the British government, as in Parliament, over the situation in Norway. The final phase of Neville Chamberlain’s career as British prime minister was fast approaching. A motion of censure in the House of Commons brought about his resignation, and, on 10 May 1940, Churchill became prime minister. Albert Alexander, a Labour MP with previous experience of the Admiralty, was appointed new First Lord, while Halifax continued as minister of foreign affairs. On that same fateful day, Hitler unleashed his long-awaited ‘Blitzkrieg’ in the West, and the attention of the world shifted away from Norway to Holland, Belgium and France.124

The Little Ships

Life in Narvik for the remaining civilians was hard. There were some five thousand left by the end of April. They had few places to go: evacuation was dangerous and strictly forbidden by the Germans, who used the civilians as a shield against intense bombardment. To prevent people from leaving town it was made publicly known that Mayor Broch and three others would be executed in reprisal if any of the remaining inhabitants left the town.125

Quite early on, the Gebirgsjägers mounted the Fagernesfjellet mountain behind the town, planting a large swastika flag on its summit. This flag annoyed the citizens, but there was little they could do about it. On 1 May, the Polish destroyer Grom decided to shoot down the flag and approached up the fjord. Its shells did not quite make it to the top, however, and she had to turn back, crestfallen – to the great satisfaction of the Germans and equal annoyance of the Norwegians. Shortly after, however, the cruiser Aurora approached. She manoeuvred slowly into position, one turret turned, raising its guns, obviously taking careful aim. A single shot was fired and when the smoke cleared from the mountaintop, the flag-pole and flag were gone. Honour was restored, and the citizens cheered.

Other times, things did not go so well. In Taraldsvik, nine youngsters were loading food into two rowing boats to take to a group of refugees at Øyjord. An Allied destroyer approached, misunderstood the situation and opened fired, killing all nine – five girls and four young men. On 10 May, the trawler Northern Gem, searching for downed German airmen, intercepted a Norwegian fishing boat, which, apparently taking the trawler for German, refused to stop. In the ensuing mêlée, fire was opened and four Norwegian men and one British sailor were killed.126

The citizens of Narvik tried on several occasions to send information out of the town to the Norwegian and Allied forces. The contact was sporadic, as the civilians had little knowledge of what was needed and few, if any, efforts were made from the outside to establish a proper espionage network. On one occasion, a youngster got through to Harstad and managed to forward some information to Lord Cork through Sub-Lieutenant Dalzel-Job. He also managed to return to Narvik, but this was highly dangerous – when he left for the second time with several letters and maps, it was with strict orders from Mayor Broch not to try to return.
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Steamers and puffers at Kaarbøkaia Harstad. The steamers Salten (left) and Trondenes (centre) were both used as hospital ships. They had red crosses painted on tarpaulins aft and Red Cross flags, but were not properly painted or marked according to international standards. (Imperial War Museum N232)



Mr Gibbs, the British consul in Narvik, escaped on the morning of the 9th, just ahead of the Germans arriving at his hotel, the Royal. He hid in a shed on the mountainside with Commander Vavasour, his assistant, and Captain Torrance, recently arrived MIR officer, until they were found and given proper shelter by Mayor Broch and his staff in one of the town houses, right under the nose of the German garrison. They were never discovered and emerged, bored stiff but unharmed, when the town was recaptured.127

Transportation of men, guns and equipment remained a constant problem throughout the campaign. On land there was a lack of suitable vehicles – even if private Norwegian lorries were commandeered or, as in many cases, volunteered, there were never enough. The poor roads outside the towns and villages – at first covered by snow and then later, during the thaw, by mud – meant that much of the transport had to be by sea. As this was a regular occurrence for the local Norwegians, there were many ferries, steamers and freighters around, but the Narvik campaign will be remembered for the widespread use of the skøyte. These small, multi-purpose vessels, typical of coastal Norway, had a low-rev, two-stroke engine that gave a characteristic rhythmic sound and emission from the stack, earning them the name ‘puffer’ with the British and ‘pic-pic’ with the French and Poles.

Even though it originated as a fishing vessel, a skøyte is also ideal for any kind of transport. Sturdy and built in wood for all kinds of weather, it is typically eighteen to sixty feet long, 100 to 500 tons, with a shallow draught, large stowage and good deck space. The maximum speed was usually no more than six knots. The skipper of the vessel was normally also its owner and the one or two other crewmembers were quite often family or neighbours. Vessels longer than thirty-five feet were usually capable of moving outside the sheltered waters of the leads. In April 1940 there were a large number of skøyter from all over the country gathered in the Lofoten area due to the seasonal fishing, and these were for the most part willingly drafted into service when the fishing was halted. In all there were more than ten thousand skøyter in northern Norway: effectively an unlimited supply. From the outbreak of the war until 9 April, many of the puffers were used by the RNN, serving as regular auxiliaries or on contract for transportation and supply service as needed.
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(Left) Puffers Smyrna (left) and Børingen (right) at Harstad. An oil depot is burning fiercely in the background. (Imperial War Museum N235). (Right) Puffers arriving at Harstad. with troops from the transports at Bygdenfjorden. The number on the mast was one of Dalzel-Job’s inventions for early identification. (Imperial War Museum N187)



In and around Harstad, Kommandørkaptein Ole Siem was master of the puffers. During the winter he had organised a regular service of the little ships for transportation of anything the army or navy needed, supplemented by a few larger steamers. When most of the Norwegian naval vessels were pulled southward after the Russo-Finnish armistice – except the Ofoten Division at Narvik – his fleet made up the backbone of the RNN in the north. To make things as easy as possible, the ships were in most cases rented at a flat rate rather than requisitioned. In Tromsø, Siem was assisted by the harbourmaster, Kaptein Ronald Rynning.128

There is little doubt that the puffers and their civilian crews contributed greatly to the Norwegian operations as well as the Allied Expedition Corps. The little ships operated day and night, and, with their skippers having great knowledge of navigating in the narrow coastal waters, were utterly reliable most of the time. Sometimes, the bombing and strafing became too much and the crew needed a break – perhaps a trip home, if they were near enough, to check that the family was okay. Unfortunately the British and French officers saw this as mutiny and used the threat of guns to make the ships stay. The Norwegians shrugged their shoulders, found another puffer and knew that the one leaving would in most cases be back in a few days. The British officers in particular demanded full military control and submission to orders; the Norwegian officers were used to operating on the boundary between naval and civilian regimes, where the results counted more than the systems under which they were achieved.

After the initial success with using the puffers for disembarkation of the Allied troops at Harstad, some thirty of the little ships were put under Sub-Lieutenant Dalzel-Job’s command and stationed in Bogen, north of Narvik. Besides numerous ad hoc missions, Dalzel-Job co-operated with Dudley West, staff captain of the 24th Brigade, to make the Irish Guards deployed in Bogen into a task force that could be transferred on short notice to where they might be needed in the region in an inconspicuous and reasonably swift manner. As well as the ‘pic-pic’ sound of their engines, many Allied soldiers would also vividly remember the smell of fish when asked about their experience with the puffers.129

The German pilots never seemed to realise the full value of the puffers to the Norwegians and the Allies. Few of them were attacked unless openly operating with warships or involved in naval operations. Too small to be bombed under most circumstances, some puffers were machine-gunned if suspicion had been aroused. Unless the crew was hit directly, however, this had limited effect on the sturdy ships.

Several of the larger requisitioned coastal steamers and freighters were bombed and quite a few were sunk. On 1 May the Norwegian coastal steamer Dronning Maud was attacked. She had earlier been used as a troopship. At this time, she was transporting a medical unit to Gratangen, where she was to be used as a hospital ship. There had been no time to paint her white or register her officially as a hospital ship, but large tarpaulins with painted red crosses stretched over the bridge deck and Red Cross flags were flying fore and aft.

Two German aircraft from II/LG 1 disregarded the signs and attacked the ship while she was heading up the fjord towards Gratangen. Seven bombs were dropped and two hit; one between the funnel and the bridge, the other went through the aft hatch, exploding in the interior with devastating results. Of the 119 medical personnel and two dozen crew, nineteen were killed, including four women; many others were horribly burned by the fires. The aircraft remained overhead, machine-gunning the rescue efforts, but it appears that no others were seriously hurt. Dronning Maud burned through the night and finally sank the next day.130
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The puffer Barodd is bringing soldiers of the Irish Guards to Harstad. Skipper Ivar Falck enjoys a cigarette while they disembark. (Imperial War Museum N189)



… That Could be Used in War’

Besides Vindictive and Protector, Lord Cork had under this command the cruisers Effingham, Enterprise, Aurora and Southampton, as well as four destroyers and half a dozen trawlers during the first part of the campaign. One of the cruisers and at least two destroyers were at all times on patrol in or around Ofotfjorden. An additional five to six destroyers dispatched from the Home Fleet patrolled in the outer parts of the fjords at any one time. This was barely adequate for a proper anti-submarine defence of the region and the destroyers led a busy life. Electra, for instance, recorded on 8 May that she, for the first time in five weeks, lay with steam at longer notice than half an hour, while Fame had steam on her main engines continuously from 10 May to 8 June. During the same period, Commander Walter estimated that ninety-six bombs had been aimed at his ship.131

At first, the expeditionary corps had to rely largely on its own ships for even a basic A/A defence of Harstad and the other anchorages. After several urgent communications, the Admiralty on 30 April replied to Lord Cork that forty-eight 3.7-inch HA guns and forty-eight Bofors would be sent in addition to the twelve he already had. Two A/A cruisers would be deployed later, upon completion of certain other operations. The first guns arrived on 6 May, and, even if only a meagre contribution at first, it had a considerable psychological effect for the men ashore. Still, there were many areas that needed protection, and the number of A/A guns was not even half of what was deemed necessary.

Harstad had 140 air raids in eight weeks, causing considerable loss of time for the British base personnel, though the town suffered relatively slight damage compared to many other Norwegian towns.132 Lord Cork found Harstad unsuitable as a naval base and, after some reconnoitring, chose to establish himself at Skånland, a small village twenty-five kilometres south of Harstad, in Tjeldsundet. Here and at Holsflua a little further west, there were good anchorages, which could accommodate even the biggest ships. On 10 May, Mashobra arrived with a Royal Marine Fortress Unit (a mobile naval base defence system to defend an anchorage) under Lieutenant Colonel Lambert. They established a defensive perimeter and set up A/A guns, starting to build a base and an airstrip. Planned larger defences, including guns, mines, booms and an airfield, were not completed before the evacuation.
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Hellfire Corner. A 40-mm Bofors A/A gun covering Harstad harbour. Effingham (centre) and Havelock (left) add to the protection of the transports in the background. (Imperial War Museum N180)
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Walrus aircraft taking off from Ark Royal. Though cumbersome and slow, the Walrus was a versatile aircraft as it could land on land, sea and carrier and did sterling service throughout the expedition. (Author’s collection)



Anti-submarine patrols were established by armed trawlers, Walrus flyingboats and Norwegian auxiliaries, but no U-boats were in the region at this time. Bombing became an almost daily nuisance, though, unless the weather closed in and Harstad was soon nicknamed ‘Bombay’. To bolster the A/A defences, two anti-aircraft cruisers and two sloops were deployed at Skånland. As the nights grew shorter and the weather improved throughout May, the bombing became more and more intense. Flying high, the aircraft avoided the A/A fire – even if this reduced the bombing efficiency it was dangerous enough, and as long as there was limited available Allied fighter support, it reduced the usefulness of the anchorage.

On 5 May, Rear Admiral Lyster landed by aircraft to take command of the defences and base facilities at Harstad.133 The arrival of the first 3.7-inch guns the next day – eight pieces – meant that the situation was improving, and eventually the admiral commanded a network of bases and anchorages, the most important being in Tjeldsundet (Holsflua and Skånland), Lavangen, Bogen and Ballangen. Skjelfjorden, so important in April, was abandoned after the bombing in early May. The defence of Harstad proper was difficult as the fjord was large with many entries. Destroyers and armed trawlers were used extensively against U-boats and a few nets were laid by Protector. The Walrus aircraft also did sterling service patrolling the areas, when available. Mines were considered, but for a number of reasons were never laid: one being lack of appropriate vessels, another being unsuitable water depths. Norwegian mines were available, as well as vessels to lay them, but there appears to have been only minor efforts to utilise this resource.

In early May, the number of ships coming into the anchorages around Harstad was so great that the Admiralty was asked by the staff at Harstad to slow down and keep the ships at sea until it was safe to take them in. To protect the transports, there were generally around fifteen destroyers at any one time in the Harstad–Narvik area, including Vestfjorden, Vågsfjorden and immediately offshore – up until 10 May, that is. After the Germans initiated the invasion in the West, several destroyers were recalled and the number off Narvik was reduced to an average of eight. On the other hand, the cruiser Cairo arrived at Harstad on the 9th, making a valuable addition to the A/A defences of the anchorage and harbour. Curlew joined later. She was one of the few ships fitted with an experimental ‘Type 79 Z’ radar set, having served the Ark Royal well offshore. Inside the fjords, however, operating the sets became difficult due to the surrounding mountains, but the operators eventually managed to work around this and the early warning of Curlew’s radar was quite effective at times.134

On 9 May, the officers responsible for the base reported that both Harstad and Skånland were becoming congested. There was hardly any space left for storage in sheltered locations and the accommodation was packed full in both places. It was recommended that Tromsø should be developed as a warehouse area, but both the British navy staff and the Norwegians were sceptical about this. There were no A/A defences to spare and developing a new base was seen as impractical.135

The first British soldiers to arrive, the 24th Brigade, were deployed on various widespread locations around the bridgehead, including Skånland, halfway between Harstad and Ofotfjorden in Tjeldsundet.
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Tea, bread and cheese for the South Wales Borderers in Harstad. (Imperial War Museum N241)



The Scots Guards that were not deployed at Fossbakken settled at Harstad. The Irish Guards were transported to Bogen on the north side of Ofotfjorden, where they occupied some smaller settlements. They would only be fifteen kilometres from Narvik across the fjord, but twice that at least by road and ferry.

The South Wales Borderers were at first sent to Salangen in Tjeldsundet; when the weather lifted on 26 April, they were ferried to Ballangen on the south side of Vestfjorden. Within a few days, reinforced by a ski-troop of the newly arrived Chasseurs Alpins, they deployed east of the Ankenes peninsula, between Ballangen, Skjomnes and Håkvik. Most of the Borderers stayed on or near the coast, while the Chasseurs and some of the Borderers took to the mountains above, establishing a series of positions securing against attack from the Ankenes ridge running parallel with Beisfjorden. From some of these positions Narvik harbour could be observed. There were no Germans west of Ankenes, but when rounding the promontory at Emmenes, the van of the South Wales Borderers took fire from the Narvik side of the fjord and pulled back to assess the situation. During the evening of the 30th, a reconnaissance patrol was sent from the British lines to find out the strength of the German forces at Ankenes and see what could be observed of their positions in Narvik proper. C-in-C of the 24th Brigade, Brigadier Fraser, had also landed and chose to follow in person. The patrol was hit hard by mortars and machine-gun fire, though, and the Borderers pulled back behind Emmenes once more. Brigadier Frasier received shrapnel wounds in his throat and was evacuated to Harstad for treatment. Lieutenant Colonel Trappes-Lomax of the Scots Guards took over as acting C-in-C of the brigade.

The Germans were wary of the Allied positions on Ankenes and during the night of 1/2 May, one hundred Jägers under Oberleutnant Obersteiner crossed the fjord from Narvik to Ankenes for a counter-attack on the British forces. Before moving out, they were observed by a British patrol – when approaching the British lines, the Germans came under fire from Aurora and Zulu, hastily called in from the fjord. German losses were severe and the survivors could only pull back with great difficulty. After this, things settled on the Ankenes side and, apart from occasionally heavy skirmishes, the situation remained relatively stable with one main part of the front along the coast and another in the mountains.136

During 4 May, a battery of 25-pounder guns from 203rd Battery, 51st Field Artillery Regiment was landed at Håkvik, from where they could fire into Narvik once an observation post had been established in the mountains. This suddenly made the situation far more dangerous inside the town. First, the shells came with little warning at irregular intervals, any time of the day; anything from a few shots at a time to three to four shots a minute for an hour or more. Secondly, there was far less protection from walls and houses than there had been from the flat-trajectory naval guns. Thirdly, fired from the east, the 25-pounder shells fell along the direction of the main streets, making the effects of the shrapnel far more dangerous. At times they would hit German targets, but at least as often, it would be the Norwegian civilians who suffered.137

It is somewhat ironic that these guns, considered such a nuisance by the civilians, were a prerequisite for an attack on Narvik by General Mackesy, who risked his career to avoid a naval bombardment. Perhaps even more ironic is the fact that these guns would eventually be the only British land contribution to the recapture of Narvik, as the rest of the 24th Brigade was moved to Bodø.138

*   *   *

Convoy FP2 arrived on 27 April and disembarkation of the first French troops started the next day. These were three Chasseurs Alpins battalions – 6th, 12th and 14th – from the 27th Demi-Brigade of the Alpine Corps that for a while had been held as reserve for Mauriceforce at Namsos.139 The 12th Battalion was sent to replace the Irish Guards in Bogen, while the 6th was taken to Gratangen by Sub-Lieutenant Dalzel-Job’s puffers to support the Norwegian 6th Division; 14th Battalion remained in reserve. Général Béthouart, who arrived from Namsos on 28 April, was in overall command of the French forces. He was an expert in mountain warfare and, having been French military attaché in Finland and attended a course in winter-warfare in Norway before the war, had far more knowledge of Scandinavia than most of the other Allied commanders.

The French Chasseurs were supposed to be experienced skiers and accustomed to winter warfare. This was far from the case, though, and those that could use the skis provided found their bindings were missing, without which they were useless. Some Chasseurs had snowshoes, but these could not match the efficiency of skis in combat. Used to the hard snow in the high Alps, the soft, thick coastal snow was almost more dangerous to the Chasseurs than to the British soldiers, who did not even try to tackle it. The mules brought by the French were largely useless, sinking into the snow. Horses were made available but even these had to use snowshoes in order not to sink into the deep snow. Lacking experience in winter bivouacking, the 6th Battalion in particular suffered severely from frostbite and snow-blindness and had to be relieved after a week by the more experienced 14th Battalion that handled the conditions better and stood their ground well. Still, the Chasseurs had some hard lessons to learn in Arctic Norway and many suffered far more than they or their officers expected.140
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French Chasseurs Alpins of the 27th Demi-Brigade. In spite of their reputation as an Alpine corps, far from all of them were as experienced in moving about on skis as these appear to be. (Author’s collection)



On 6 May the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 13th Half-Brigade of the Foreign Legion landed in Harstad.141 The brigade had been formed in February in North Africa and, except for a few individuals, the Legionnaires had absolutely no winter experience and needed a long period of acclimatisation. They would largely fight in the lowlands near the coast where there was less snow and conditions more benign. Once adapted, however, they regained their fierceness and competence in waging war.142

On 9 May, four Polish battalions of the Independent Podhale (Highland) Rifle Brigade under Brigadier-General Zygmunt Bohusz-Szyszko landed at Harstad from the transports Chenonceau, Colombie and Mexique. The ships at first headed for Tromsø, where they arrived on the night of 5/6 May, sailing straight into a bizarre political game.

As the brigade had been originally assembled to exploit anti-Russian feelings in the large Polish exile community in France as part of the planned Allied expedition to Finland, the British command did not see the need to have them too close. Somebody thought up a proposal to send them to Tromsø to assist the Norwegians defend the northernmost part of Norway from potential Russian aggression, but this was flatly refused by General Fleischer who saw it as a waste of resources in the fight against the German invasion. Besides, King Haakon and the government had arrived in Tromsø a week earlier, and the presence of troops in the town might attract unwanted attention from the German bombers.

Unaware of this, General Bohusz-Szyszko, who could not understand what they were doing this far away from Narvik in the first place, went ashore to co-ordinate the landings but was met with surprise by the Norwegian officers there, who had no knowledge of their arrival. Angered and bewildered, he returned to the ships, which sailed north, away from the coast, until it could be agreed with Lord Cork’s staff that they should land in Harstad.143
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Brigadier-General Zygmunt Bohusz-Szyszko (far left). (Imperial War Museum N283)
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Polish troops being transported by puffer. (Imperial War Museum N183)



In spite of their name, the soldiers of the Highland Brigade, except a handful of the officers, had not much winter or mountain experience. The brigade was organised in the French style, with two half-brigades, each with two battalions, carrying French weapons and field uniforms. It consisted mainly of volunteers – immigrant Polish workers already living in France. After the events in September 1939, however, they fought the Germans with a vengeance inspired by the officers, most of whom had already fought the Germans once and escaped from occupied Poland. Some of the men had also been fighting in Spain.

Finally arriving in Harstad in the early morning of 9 May, the 4,800 Podhales were taken ashore by Norwegian puffers: 1st and 2nd Battalions were dispersed around Hinnøy, nominally guarding the greater Harstad area; 4th Battalion was taken to Salangen, while 3rd Battalion was taken to Ballangen, west of Narvik, to support the rear of the French-British forces at Ankenes. Later, all four Podhale battalions were ordered to Ankenes to relieve the South Wales Borderers, which they did on 16 and 17 May. The Polish forces, which were under the overall command of Général Béthouart, later received solid recognition for their discipline and tenacity from the Norwegian officers who became involved with them.144

The Swedish engines and rolling stock of the Ofotbanen railway were pulled back across the border during 9 April and on the 13th, gunfire from the British ships cut the overhead line, immobilising the remaining eight Norwegian electric locomotives.145 Still, it was important for the Germans to secure the railway, both as a way in for supplies through Sweden and as a route of escape. Reconnaissance units advanced east on the 13th and reported the next day that strong Norwegian forces had been encountered at Norddal, about midway between Rombaksbotn and the Swedish border. On 14 April, the Norwegian forces at Norddal attempted to demolish the forty-metre-high, 180-metre-long railway bridge there. There were not enough explosives available to destroy the bridge, but it was damaged sufficiently to become impassable to heavy engines for the duration of the campaign. The Jägers brought up reinforcements, including guns mounted on railway cars, and the Norwegian soldiers pulled back towards Bjørnfjell. Here the Germans attacked during the night of 15/16 April and managed to surprise and surround the Norwegians. Heavy fighting ensued and, becoming low on ammunition, Major Omdal surrendered to avoid unnecessary loss of life.146

By early May, the bridge was repaired sufficiently for a shunter-engine and two carriages to cross safely and operate from Hundalen to the Swedish border. West of this, the line was broken in so many places that it could not be used after the first week; all the more so as it was under fire from Allied destroyers.147

Further north, expanding northwards after the easy capture of Elvegårdsmoen proved challenging. Parts of Gruppe Windisch (I/139, Major Stautner) started moving north towards Sætermoen and Bardufoss shortly after the landing on the 9th. The snow was deep, however, and, lacking skis, progress was slow and tiring for the Jägers. At Gratangen the Germans met resistance from an improvised Norwegian force, mainly consisting of young cadets. Well led, they stood their ground in spite of losses and after an initial withdrawal to avoid encirclement, eventually made a final stand at Lapphaugen, which would be the northernmost point of the German advance, reached on 13 April. With the rear covered by the Scots Guards at Fossbakken, a firm Norwegian line of resistance was established and the Germans would never reach Bardufoss airfield or the Sætermoen barracks.148

General Fleischer saw the successful defence of Lapphaugen as the turning point and started planning for an offensive. On 24 April, the day of the bombardment of Narvik, he initiated an attack on the German positions north-east of Gratangen. He felt that his reorganised command – after two weeks of mobilisation and reinforced with soldiers from Finnmark – was strong enough to take on the Jägers. The Scots Guards at Fossbakken were issued with snowshoes and camouflage smocks from Norwegian depots, but General Mackesy refused Major Graham approval to operate offensively and they remained in the rear.149
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Norwegian machine-gunners near Gratangen. The Colt machine gun was heavy and difficult to operate for untrained personnel. In the right hands, though, it was a fierce weapon system. (Author’s collection)



Heavy snowfall and a murderous snowstorm split the Norwegian forces, however, and due to failing communication, parts of the attack moved too far ahead. One of the battalions – The Trønder Battalion, I/IR 12 – became surrounded by Major Stautner’s I/GJR 139 and suffered heavy casualties.150 It was a hard blow for the Norwegian soldiers and their general, showing clearly that it would be no easy task to drive the Germans out. This was the last time the Norwegians were taken off-guard and surprised by the Jägers. The Norwegians had learned the hard way.

Fleisher later wrote: ‘Our units suffered much, but they became tough and … learned how to take care of themselves. They became units that could be used in war.’151

Regrouping and attacking again, the Norwegian forces eventually recaptured both Lapphaugen and Gratangen on the 27th and, from then on, the Germans would be continuously pushed backward towards Bjerkvik and through the mountains to the railway line and Bjørnfjell. The thaw in late April forced a natural halt in the push, however, and General Fleisher used the respite to reorganise his forces. The troops of the 6th Division were divided into the 6th and 7th Brigades respectively.

The 6th Brigade on the left, under Oberst Løken, continued its campaign in relative isolation, pressing the Germans slowly back through the mountains along the Swedish frontier. It consisted of three battalions (I/IR 16, II/IR 16 and a reduced I/IR 12) and a mountain artillery unit. On 9 May, Oberstløytnant Ole Berg took command of the 6th Brigade.

The 7th Brigade under the commanded of Oberst Faye comprised two battalions (II/IR 15 and the Alta Battalion), one mountain artillery unit and a motorised battery. It advanced on the right flank along the road and in the mountains from Gratangen towards Bjerkvik, in co-operation with French units. The remaining Norwegian forces of the local Landvern battalions (militia) were deployed around Tromsø, Bardufoss, Sætermoen and along the coast, to the rear of the Allied fronts.

The Norwegian battalions were very lean in the proper military sense, totalling no more than 4,800 men and officers, lacking staffs and command units as well as supply echelons. As such, they would more correctly be termed ‘battle groups’. Nevertheless, they fought hard, pushing the Germans inexorably backwards and were well suited to the task at hand. Major Munthe-Kaas, C-in-C of II/IR 16, and Major Lindbäck-Larsen, Chief of Staff at 6th Division, are both clear in their reports of the events that the Norwegian High Command actually underestimated the capacity and the endurance of the Norwegian soldiers and gave them over-long periods of rest during the attacks on the German lines.152

Lord Cork flew to Tromsø on 23 May and discovered that the Norwegian High Command was highly critical of the way the operations were conducted. Above all, the evacuation from Namsos and Åndalsnes and the events south of Bodø met with their disapproval. In the opinion of the Norwegians, the strong focus on Narvik had been a mistake, as they considered it of far greater strategic importance to reinforce the troops south of Bodø, preventing the Germans moving northwards. In general, there was a strong feeling that Norwegian commanders would have fared better than many of the Allied leaders in critical areas and that the Norwegian officers had not been allowed to contribute anything near as much as they should have.153
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The strain of battle. A Norwegian soldier at rest. (Author’s collection)



There is little doubt that after the morale boost when the Allied troops arrived, there was a reversal when it became evident that they were not able to stop the Germans any more than the Norwegians themselves – and only to a minor extent were prepared to co-operate. The British senior officers especially showed a marked distrust of the Norwegians in general and their officers in particular. With some notable exceptions among the naval cadre, few of the Norwegian officers were integrated into the Allied forces and their experience and competence of fighting on home turf was at best ignored and often distrusted. This resulted in unnecessary loss of life and created a bitterness that would last a long time.

General Fleischer was in particular annoyed by the fact that the 24th British Brigade was kept largely inactive from its arrival on 14 April until mid-May, waiting for the snow to melt. The British proposal to send the Polish brigade to Finnmark to bolster his own troops there was rejected as nonsense – there was more than enough use for them at the Narvik front.

Generals Fleisher and Béthouart struck a notably better relationship than between any of their Norwegian and British counterparts. It is of significance that the two men met early on, just after the Frenchman arrived, and started out by showing each other mutual respect. They both recognised the shortcomings of their own troops, without diminishing the value of the other group or the advantage of working together.154

Combined Operations

Only on 29 April, two weeks after the arrival of the first Allied forces at Harstad did the first signs of a proper change of weather, heralding the spring thaw, appear. At the same time, the nights were getting noticeably shorter: down to an hour or two of incomplete darkness by this time.155 It would be a long time still before the high ground and, above all, the mountains were free of snow and had dried off.

British warships continuously harassed the Germans on land throughout the operation. Small units of cruisers and destroyers ran this operation in rotation, which meant a break in their daily routine, but also gave them a higher exposure to the attention of the Luftwaffe. Captain de Salis on Faulknor, with a few other destroyers, took the first watch, while Captain Hamilton with Aurora and more destroyers took over around 20 April. Enterprise joined a few days later, and Hamilton reported that of the two cruisers and five destroyers in his command, ‘one cruiser and at least two destroyers were continuously on patrol night and day and on frequent occasions all ships available were employed simultaneously.’ Later, in mid-May, Captain Hamilton was relieved by Rear Admiral Vivian with Coventry and even later Cairo. Being in great demand elsewhere, however, the A/A cruiser eventually spent less time in the fjord than Captain Hamilton’s cruisers had.156

The strain on the ships and crew exposed to the air attacks was tremendous. Captain McLaughlin of Cairo wrote:


HMS Cairo arrived in the Narvik area on Thursday 9th May and between 11th May and 27th May had been in action daily with enemy aircraft except for 13th and 19th May. 162 bombing attacks had been carried out in that period on Cairo and ships and shore objects in the immediate vicinity … 5,700 rounds of four inch had been fired during this period.157



Sometimes there were virtual duels between the ships and the men onshore. Commander Armstrong of the destroyer Wren wrote in his report of 1st May:


At 19:00, the ship was ordered to relieve HMS Zulu on patrol in the entrance to Rombaksfjord. Zulu reported that the situation was quiet, but a certain amount of machine gun fire had been opened on the ship near the narrows half way up the fjord. Shortly after passing the entrance, fire was opened on Wren by two concealed 3-inch enemy guns, mounted on trucks and operating from the railway. At the same time the upper deck was swept with machine gun fire at a range of about 500 yards. These targets were immediately engaged with main armament, pom-pom and Lewis gun, but as the enemy was firing from a cutting on the railway it was difficult to assess the damage, except that their fire was eventually silenced. One 3-inch shell ricocheted through the ship’s side but fortunately did not explode, though it wrecked the Chief Petty Officer’s heads and did a considerable amount of damage in the ship’s canteen. There were no casualties onboard, nor were any personnel in exposed positions hit, though there were a number of lucky escapes from armour piercing bullets. Firing ceased at 20.15 and Wren proceeded further up the fjord to continue the patrol.158



The Polish destroyer Grom was among the ships frequently detached to Rombaksfjorden frustrating the German use of the railway line. She would often stalk from behind a promontory or close to the steep mountainside for hours waiting for targets. Any movement along the tracks would be hammered with machine guns and 12-cm HE shells. This was so efficient that she received the nickname ‘Man Hunter’ (Der Menschenjäger). In the early hours of 4 May, Oberleutnant Gerd Korthals of 2./KG 100 dropped six bombs on the destroyer from his lone He111. Four were near misses. The fifth exploded beside the torpedo battery, killing all men in the vicinity as well as those on the aft A/A guns and the X gun. The sixth bomb exploded in one of the boiler rooms, virtually breaking the destroyer in two. Grom sank within minutes with heavy loss of life. Many surviving the initial explosions perished as the hatches jammed, turning the sinking ship into a deathtrap.159
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An Allied destroyer prowling Rombaksfjorden. (Author’s collection)
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In an attempt to fight back, the Germans mounted some of their guns on railway cars. This one, which has been severely damaged, was probably taken from one of the merchant ships. The duels with the Allied destroyers usually ended badly for the German gunners. (Author’s collection)
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The Polish destroyer Grom. (PA Vicary)



Lord Cork was constantly under pressure from London to hurry the operation along to release ships urgently needed elsewhere. Churchill continually encouraged him to attack ‘even in the face of severe losses’. Encouraged by the rapid melting of the snow on the lower slopes of the fjord, Cork again brought up the question of a direct assault on Narvik on 3 May. Mackesy, however, still insisted it would fail and was supported by the acting brigade commander, Lieutenant Colonel Trappes-Lomax, who at one stage indicated he would refuse to obey if ordered directly to attack Narvik.160

After a series of reconnaissance patrols, Lord Cork decided to land troops at Bjerkvik at the head of Herjangsfjorden, combined with an advance by the Norwegians and the French forces overland towards Bjerkvik from the Gratangen area. Once the inner parts of Herjangsfjorden had been secured, the advance would turn south towards the Øyjord peninsula overlooking Narvik. Général Béthouart supported this move, as did Fleischer. General Mackesy hesitated, based on the risk of German air attacks, but, distancing himself from what would be a French operation, ‘considered the air risk must be accepted’. Lord Cork decided to go ahead, with endorsement from London and support from Général Béthouart, who found it much easier to move his troops by sea than across snow-clad mountains.161


[image: ]



The 2nd Battalion of the Polish Podhale Brigade would support the attack on Bjerkvik with a synchronised attack across the mountains north-west of Herjangsfjorden from Bogen. In addition, the 7th Norwegian Brigade, with the 6th Battalion of French Chasseurs on its right flank, would come from the north while the 6th Norwegian Brigade stayed in the mountains moving south to cut off the German retreat towards Sweden.

The landing, known as Operation OB, was scheduled for dawn on 12 May, but was at the last minute postponed to the 13th. The Norwegian 6th Brigade on the left flank did not get the message of the postponement in time and attacked in the mountains to the east, supported by Norwegian aircraft bombing the German positions. The 6th Brigade advanced swiftly, pushing the German soldiers back towards the Kuberg mountain, almost a thousand metres above sea level, east of the Bjerkvik-Øyjord shore line.162

Eventually, the two battalions of the 13th Demi-Brigade of the Foreign Legion embarked on their allocated ships with five small tanks and sailed from Ballangen at 21:00 on 12 May. Général Béthouart was with Lord Cork in Effingham. The battleship Resolution and the cruiser Aurora made up the rest of the support force, together with the destroyers Somali, Havelock, Fame, Wren and Basilisk. Of these, Havelock had mounted a French mortar battery on the forecastle. Vindictive and Protector were also at the scene with two trawlers, four LCAs (landing craft assault), and three LCMs (landing craft motor), used in battle for the first time ever.163
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The destroyer Havelock passing Vindictive on the way towards Bjerkvik. (P Taylor collection)
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French Chasseurs onboard Vindictive. (P Taylor collection)



The plan was to land the tanks first on the beach near Bjerkvik, closely followed by the Legionnaires in the LCAs and the rest of the 1st Battalion in batches from the motorboats and the landing craft. The 2nd Battalion was to land at Meby some kilometres to the east a little later, supported by the last two tanks. To achieve surprise, no bombardment was originally intended, unless the Germans opened fire on the landing craft of the first wave or defensive positions were clearly identified. If, however, fire was ordered, each ship had pre-arranged target areas along the foreshore, and the order stated that ‘… every effort should be made to locate targets in these areas, but fire is not to be withheld because targets have not been located, as the object is to produce the maximum volume of fire on possible enemy positions.’ Aircraft from Ark Royal, which arrived offshore on 6 May, would cover the operation. There would not be proper darkness at all at this latitude in mid-May. At Trondheim, however, which was the nearest German airbase and well to the south of the Arctic Circle, there would be a few hours of darkness and it was hoped this would keep the enemy aircraft away, at least during the critical phase of the landing.

The 120 Legionnaires of the first attack wave made the thirty-kilometre trip from Ballangen to Bjerkvik onboard the four LCAs. The remaining 1,500 were onboard Vindictive, Protector and the two cruisers, except for a few special units embarked on some of the destroyers. Each cruiser towed an improvised landing vehicle consisting of a motorboat with two floats. The tanks were carried on the deck of Resolution and three motor landing craft to take them ashore were lowered from the battlecruiser’s deck and towed into the fjord, one by each trawler. The third LCM followed independently with its tank already onboard.164
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Bjerkvik burning. (Imperial War Museum HU65336)



Somali, Havelock and Fame were in position and opened fire just after midnight on the 13th. Almost all of the small, wooden houses in Bjerkvik were set on fire, exploding stores of ammunition that the Germans had stacked in some of the basements. After a while the heavy ships were also ordered to join in, turning the wooden houses of Bjerkvik into an inferno – so much so that fire was checked for a while to allow the smoke to clear. Knowing they were doomed anyway, the German machine-gunners opened up in desperation on the British destroyers, causing minor damage and a few casualties. Capitane Pierre Lapie of the 13th Demi-Brigade wrote:


In Herjangs Fjord seven warships were anchored. They had been firing since exactly midnight. Facing us, a line of snowy mountains rose abruptly against a sky heavy with low clouds. At their foot lay the village of Bjerkvik. Some houses were on fire. A munitions dump had blown up. Flames rose high into the sky. The mountains to the east did not appear to be so high, and immediately on our right, about a mile away, the scattered houses of Meby stood out. On one side, a fortified position, hill 98, was plastered by the guns. In the distance stretched a plain beyond which appeared a wood and the buildings of the camp at Elvegårdsmoen.165



Loading the tanks onto the landing craft from Resolution was difficult, and took some time. Eventually the LCM with her tank already onboard waited no longer and turned for shore, followed by the LCAs with the first wave of Legionnaires. As the small craft approached the shore, they were met by machine-gun fire from concealed positions in the houses of the village and the forest beyond. Lord Cork ordered the destroyers to close the beach and ‘destroy all houses in Bjerkvik, particularly those near the landing beach; if troops are seen leaving houses they are to be engaged in preference to the houses’.166
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French tanks being offloaded from Resolution. (P Taylor collection)



At 01:00 the fire was lifted further inland and the Legionnaires in the LCAs landed on the west side of Bjerkvik: the first opposed landing of WWII. The fire from the destroyers did not suppress the machine guns fully, however, and it needed a few shells from the first tank, once it had landed, to silence the last of the machine guns. The rest of the battalion landed unopposed shortly afterwards from the other vessels, followed by two more tanks, and eventually the 2nd Battalion with its tanks. Capitane Lapie continued:


At the end of an hour’s bombardment a sudden silence fell. And then we saw the sea, which was at high tide, was dotted with small boats full of men. The 1st Battalion was moving to the assault of Bjerkvik. Machine guns rattled on sea and land. A boat made an attempt to land, but failed and moved away to the left towards the Bay of Haugen. Another boat making for the wharf on the right found it either mined or destroyed and also went back in the direction of Haugen. The whole action of the 1st Battalion, which should have been frontal was diverted towards the left … A tank came on to the beach, beat down all opposition from the houses, then turned about and helped the infantry re-form. A second tank made for the road leading north.167
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Legionnaires approaching the beach at Bjerkvik: (left) in an LCA; (right) in boats towed by a motor tug. (P Taylor collection)



South of Meby, 2nd Battalion landed under cover of Effingham’s guns around 02:50. From there they secured the road and started moving north-east, towards Elvegårdsmoen. Once the forces were safely ashore around 06:00, Général Béthouart and his staff landed and took charge. The large ships headed out of the fjord while some of the destroyers were left to give further support if needed as the aircraft from Ark Royal were delayed due to low clouds and fog.168 The aircraft eventually arrived, taking up a patrol pattern over the bridgehead, but no German aircraft appeared that day.

It was later discovered that the machine guns, which had provoked the bombardment and destruction of Bjerkvik, were few and had been manned by a naval force left behind when the Gebirgsjägers withdrew inland a few days earlier. The civilian population of Bjerkvik had been warned through the radio to evacuate, but when most of the Germans left, many believed the danger was over and moved back. They had little chance of escape and fourteen people were killed and many wounded. Further civilian casualties occurred through German bombing in the days to come.169

Supported by the tanks, the Legionnaires established a bridgehead and started to advance towards Elvegårdsmoen, which was secured with few casualties by early evening. Many of the German naval units failed during the attack, some pulling back at first sight of the tanks and the Legionnaires. This put Gruppe Windisch in an awkward situation and a general retreat commenced towards Hartvikvannet, leaving ammunition and supplies at Elvegårdsmoen. During the following days, the Legionnaires advancing north from Bjerkvik linked up with the right flank of the Norwegian 7th Brigade and the Chasseurs coming south from Gratangen, pushing the Jägers into the mountains. German losses were significant and around seventy Jägers were taken as prisoners of war.

The Polish 2nd Battalion, with a detachment of Norwegian ski-troops, coming over the mountains from Bogen, continued along the eastern side of the fjord towards Øyjord, supported by fire from Havelock, and later from Wren. Many of the sailors from the destroyer Hermann Künne fell here. Inadequate co-ordination between the advancing axes and the Norwegian 6th Brigade in the mountains, eventually let the remaining men of Gruppe Windisch slip out of the pincer east of Herjangsfjorden, exhausted but alive. Dietl had at this stage no more than 1,500 soldiers and sailors left to defend the fifty-kilometre-long northern front.170

In addition to the loss of men through combat, the German logistics in general went from bad to worse after Bjerkvik. Hot meals were rare, cigarettes a luxury and few, if any, of those fighting in the mountains had washed for weeks. Diseases such as pneumonia, furunculosis and diarrhoea started to spread, in addition to frostbite and snow-blindness. The loss of the hospital at Elvegårdsmoen made things even worse. To try to make good the losses and reinforce Dietl’s meagre forces, around a hundred Jägers had been transported northwards in Do26 flyingboats in early May, but this was a dangerous and inefficient operation. Another 100–150 ‘specialists’ arrived through Sweden. These were largely NCOs or young officers with extensive training in the use of machine guns and mortars.

A third method for support was paratroopers. During the second half of May, up to a thousand further paratroopers landed at Bjørnfjell. These were partly Gebirgsjägers of II/GJR 137, partly volunteers who had been hastily instructed in how to jump from an aircraft, and the rest of the companies of 1st Battalion FJR 1.
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Strain is beginning to show on the German Jägers. (Left) enjoying the luxury of a rare cigarette. (right) Dietl visiting Major Stautner’s I/GJR 139; Stautner (right) looks tired and frozen. (Author’s collection)



On 14 May, sixty paratroopers of 1st Company of FJR 1, recently released from a Norwegian prisoner-of-war camp, found themselves onboard four Ju52s heading north to jump into battle again under their new commander, Leutnant Becker. Landing near Bjørnfjell, they were immediately deployed on the northern front at the Kuberg plateau to assist Gruppe Windisch stem the Norwegian advance. They were too few in number to make a significant difference, though. Further paratrooper units jumped on 15 and 17 May, but conditions were difficult and several of the troopers were injured during landing.

Fog in the mountains prevented further drops and it was not until 23 May that the drops were resumed. On that day, one company of Gebirgsjägers from GJR 137 under Oberleutnant Schwaiger jumped out over Bjørnfjell. In spite of only seven days of training, they all landed safely, with a bleeding nose being the worst incident. The next day, another company, under Oberleutnant Riger, repeated the feat. This time, the soldiers landed safely, but a bottle of Cognac did not: to the despair of the Jägers the precious fluid flowed irretrievably into the snow. On the 26th, veteran paratroopers arrived, recently regrouped from various missions in Holland, with their commander Hauptmann Walter flashing his newly won Knight’s Cross around his neck. The transport capacity was limited, and it would be 6 June before the whole battalion had been transferred. These men were largely deployed along the railway, fighting the French Legionnaires moving out from Narvik (see below).171

*   *   *
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Lieutenant General Claude Auchinleck (left) with Group Captain Maurice Moore onboard Chrobry on their way to Narvik. (Imperial War Museum N134)



Lieutenant General Claude Auchinleck embarked on the liner Chrobry in Leith on 7 May with, among others, an advanced headquarters staff, and arrived in Harstad on the 11th.172 He came just in time for the landings at Bjerkvik, but in agreement with London, remained an observer and joined Lord Cork onboard Effingham after a brief meeting with General Mackesy. Returning to Harstad on the 13th with Lord Cork, however, General Auchinleck superseded Mackesy, who had not been present at Bjerkvik at all, and assumed command of the land forces in accordance with his instructions from the War Office. Général Béthouart was given command of the land forces in the Narvik area, subordinated to Auchinleck, as by now all British land forces were, or were about to be, deployed in the Bodø area. Both the Polish and the Norwegian forces were content with this arrangement as Béthouart, who handed command of the 27th Demi-Brigade to Lieutenant Colonel Valentini, was a competent and popular leader. Lord Cork remained ‘Flag Officer, Narvik’ and officially the supreme commander. His role was, if anything, even more ambiguous after this date, though. General Mackesy left Harstad on 15 May onboard Ulster Monarch. Upon returning to London, Mackesy was informed by letter that there was no appointment vacant for him and that he was to revert to unemployed pay.173

If the Luftwaffe was absent during the actual landing at Bjerkvik, they returned with a vengeance in the following days. From mid-May, the intensity of the German air attacks increased significantly. In spite of the withdrawal of some units to the Western Front, those that remained in Norway by now had a network of operational airfields, largely left alone by the Allied air forces. Lord Cork’s requests for ships with appropriate A/A defences increased markedly.174

The pilots of Ark Royal, who arrived north-west of Lofoten on 6 May, were few in number and hampered by the carriers operating far off the coast from fear of German air attacks. As control in southern Norway was secured, more German aircraft became available for operations in the north (even if some squadrons were withdrawn to be used in France) and the attacks intensified in the Narvik-Harstad region.
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Vindictive being bombed off Harstad. (Imperial War Museum N248)



At times, the harbour of Harstad was an inferno. Any ship afloat was attacked, as were stores, oil tanks and the town itself. Vindictive arrived off the town on 16 May. She mostly manoeuvred in the fjord to avoid the bombs, and her log for these days is one long list of bombing attacks, action stations and damage from near misses. On 20 May, the British tanker Pembroke Castle and the Norwegian lighter Deneb were hit during the morning, both drifting helplessly and burning fiercely in the fjord. Deneb was eventually sunk by Aurora to avoid drifting back into the harbour, while Pembroke Castle sank by itself shortly after.175

By the 26th, the crew of Vindictive were exhausted and strained to the limit. Lord Cork recognised this and granted the gallant ship a two-day break offshore. Jack Goodwin commented in his diary that it was indeed a ‘quiet day, but added: ‘after so many days of action stations, our nerves are highly strung [and] at each little noise, we jump to.’176
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The cruiser Aurora moves in to sink the burning wreck of the lighter Deneb to prevent her drifting back into the harbour. (P Taylor collection)



The Home Fleet offshore was also attacked continually and Resolution was sent back to Scapa Flow on 18 May after being hit by a 125-kg armour-piercing bomb two days earlier while at anchor at Holsflua in Tjeldsundet. The bomb, dropped by a He111, penetrated the quarterdeck starboard of the X and Y turrets, exploding near the marines’ mess-deck, killing two and injuring twenty-seven.177

On 29 April, convoy SN1 was nearing the Lofoten Islands in heavy fog. Towards nightfall, the position of the convoy was unknown and, realising from an asdic search that they were surrounded by land, the senior officer of the escort, Commander Robinson of Grafton, decided to anchor until visibility improved. The fog started lifting next morning and Robinson, eager to reach Harstad, ordered the ships to weigh anchor and gather on him outside the fjord, which turned out to be Åsanfjorden near Bø in Vesterålen. Turning inside the fjord, the tanker Boardale, loaded with twelve thousand tons of fuel, struck a rock, opening several tanks on her starboard side. The ship became a total loss and eventually keeled over, sinking in sixty-seven metres of water. As she succumbed, she split in two and a fire broke out in the leaking fuel, killing a local boy who had rowed too close to the excitement.178

During May, moving in the fjords around Harstad and Narvik became very hazardous for the Allied ships and there was a steady attrition of warships as well as freighters and transports. The hospital ship Atlantis was bombed on 1 May, in spite of being anchored away from other ships and well marked. There were no direct hits, but the bombs fell sufficiently close for shrapnel to hit, and there were many casualties. On 7 May Aurora was damaged by a bomb hitting her B turret, which was put out of action. Seven marines were killed and seven wounded. Three days later, the destroyer Vansittart was hit, killing two officers and damaging guns and the radio room. The mobile naval base depot ship Mashobra was bombed and beached on 25 May; she was eventually blown up in June, just before the evacuation. The boom defence trawler Loch Shin was badly damaged by a near miss and subsequently sank. The tanker Oleander, fully laden, was beached after being damaged by a near miss, but did not burn. The trawlers Cape Pesaro and Melbourne were sunk on 21 and 22 May, respectively. 179

On the night of 22/23 May, there was virtually no darkness at all, and Commander Walter of Fame noted in his war diary:


Fame proceeded slowly round Rombaks Fjord examining beaches and at 23:20 went close inshore off Orneset. A small German gun opened rapid fire on the ship. About six small projectiles (about 1½-inch) struck the ship, one of which pierced two exhaust steam pipes in the engine room. The gun could not be seen, but the approximate position was engaged by gun fire and the enemy ceased fire … Continued patrolling and covering passage of puffers in and out of Rombaks Fjord, where they were liable to machine gun attack. Between 07:10 and 07:20 Fame was attacked by bombing aircraft. A heavy bomb in the first attack missed astern by only about 10 ft. The ship was badly shaken by the explosion and seemed almost to leap out of the water, followed by pronounced hogging and sagging. Port steering engine was put out of action and it is thought that A-brackets may have been affected, though not seriously.180
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British A/A cruiser Curlew. (Wright and Logan)



The air attacks intensified further, and KG 26 and KGr 100 undertook anti-shipping sorties around Harstad with some success on 26 May. At Skånland, the cruiser Curlew was the only A/A defence for the Royal Engineers and volunteer Norwegians preparing a base and a landing strip close to the fjord. On this day, she became the prime target for the He111s of KGr 100 and moved desperately up and down the confined waters, trying to stay as close to the field as possible while dodging the bombs dropped at her. Captain Brook wrote:


RDF reported an aircraft approaching from the starboard quarter. Lieut.-Commander (N) sighted this aircraft flying directly towards the ship and reported that it looked dangerous. Both engines were put to full speed ahead [while the aircraft] was engaged by the armament at 20,000 feet. 3 salvoes were seen to burst close to it, the shooting being very good before bombs were released. The bombs were dropped simultaneously and of these, at least four were exceedingly close and may have touched the ship’s side; two at least and probably more burst deep in the water, probably at the turn of the bilge. The ship was steaming at a speed between 15–18 knots when the bombs fell between 157 and 195 stations. Although I was not sure whether the ship was hit, the whip and jump at each explosion was terrific. The whip continued for at least one minute and it felt as if the ship had been strained at every rivet. It was extraordinary that the top masts or at least the RDF tops did not come down.181



Most likely, the bombs that crippled Curlew were dropped by the He111 flown by pilot Paul Wiersbitzki with Feldwebel Hilmar Schmidt as the bomb aimer. To avoid running aground, Captain Brook ordered half astern. Curlew sheered to port and started losing speed and Brook believed his ship was still under command. He sent some officers to assess the damage and they soon reported from below that water was pouring in fast through numerous leaks; the engines were being shut down and the engine and boiler rooms evacuated. Further reports made it evident that the ship was sinking and Brook gave orders to drop anchor and start taking the ship’s company ashore. If she was sinking, it was best she did so in deep water, in Brook’s opinion. Before the anchors could grip, though, Curlew grounded by the bow close to shore.

As much of the essential equipment as possible was salvaged while there was time. The rest was destroyed, including the radar sets. Leslie Marren later remembered the events vividly:


I was a stoker on the ship and was down in the boiler room on duty at the time of the bombing and sinking. We were at full speed, trying to beach the ship. There was a great shudder as we hit the shelf under water. The order was given to abandon ship. Most of the Carley floats were on the way to the shore with survivors. Captain Brooke [sic] had his boat ready alongside and as the boiler room staffs were the last to leave, we ended up in the boat with the Captain.182



A little over two hours after the ship was hit, the tide started going out. Curlew listed to port and shortly after slid off the rocks, capsized and sank. Four officers and five ratings were killed, while a further three were seriously injured. The survivors were taken to Harstad by the destroyer Beagle and from there to Scapa Flow onboard Cairo.183

The significance of the air supremacy is clearly described in Lord Cork’s signal to London on 21 May in response to Churchill – by now prime minister, but no less occupied with Narvik than before – being ‘… increasingly disappointed by the stagnation … round Narvik and at delay in occupying the town’:


Regret that you are disappointed, but … what is going on here is … whether or not we can establish ourselves in this country. That depends on being able to counter German air attacks as quickly as possible … but I would observe the preparation of an aerodrome in this country is not easy, starting with 3 or 4 feet of snow to clear away … The devoted help of Skuas acting under great disadvantages only slightly betters the situation.184



Until early May, Allied ships and land facilities in the Narvik–Harstad area were largely attacked by small groups of aircraft in an opportunistic and unsystematic manner. After this, the magnitude and intensity of the Luftwaffe attacks increased markedly. Still, the distances and targets involved meant that the operations were very weather sensitive. Also, the German transport infrastructure did not manage to secure a fuel supply to Værnes-Trondheim that was sufficient to meet all demands for as long as the campaign lasted.

Arriving with the Home Fleet on the 12th, Furious gave air support to the expeditionary corps during the early phase. In spite of extremely poor weather conditions and the fact that Furious had left the Clyde with only her two Swordfish squadrons onboard (816 Squadron and 818 Squadron) and could give no protection against the German bombers, her airmen proved invaluable for the Allied forces in the area. When the Home Fleet left some days later, Furious proceeded to Tromsø to refuel and rest her crew, carrying out air reconnaissance on the way.

In the afternoon of the 15th, nine Swordfish aircraft, led by Lieutenant Commander Gardner, attacked the Ju52s at Hartvikvannet. In their eagerness to destroy the immobilised Junkers, the British pilots attacked repeatedly and returned in ones and twos, the last Swordfish not landing onboard until after dark, forcing Captain Troubridge to turn on the night landing lights of the carrier. One aircraft failed to return, its crew being picked up by Zulu in Ofotfjorden. Two Ju52s were destroyed and many others damaged.185

From the 19th, Furious headed back offshore, from where she operated her aircraft in the Narvik area under Lord Cork’s command until 26 April, when it was decided she needed to return to the Clyde for repairs. By this time she had only six serviceable aircraft left. Cork’s air support was reduced to a squadron of slow Walrus amphibious biplanes until Ark Royal came into the area on the night of 6 May.

Having withdrawn his carriers from central Norway under the threat of severe Luftwaffe attacks during early May, Admiral Forbes decided to move them north to cover the Allied bridgeheads there on a rotational basis. Thus, Ark Royal, having refuelled and replaced lost aircraft, was off Norway again on 6 May in the company of Curlew and screened by Inglefield, Encounter, Sikh, Mashona, Tartar and Jaguar. The Skuas immediately commenced patrols in the Harstad-Vestfjorden-Narvik area, having a notably positive effect on the men of the Allied forces, as well as reducing the freedom of the German bombers to operate at will.186 The first He111s were encountered over Ofotfjorden at 16:00 on 7 May by Skuas of 803 and 801 Squadrons. The bombers were attacking Aurora and were immediately set upon by the Skuas. One Heinkel was seen going into a vertical dive, crashing south of the fjord. Another escaped into Swedish airspace – where the Skuas had been ordered not to follow. Captain Hamilton of Aurora reported enthusiastically to Lord Cork: ‘Fighters kept Narvik area remarkably quiet yesterday.’187

During the following days, both the Skuas and Swordfish of Ark Royal flew numerous patrols over the area, focusing on the axis from Narvik to Skånland and Harstad, while the carrier moved a hundred kilometres off the coast, most of the time somewhere between the latitudes 69° to 70° 30’ N. The weather was poor at times, though, with rain and strong wind, and conditions sometimes unsuitable for flying in spite of numerous requests for fighter protection – it appears that the German bombers, flying north along the Swedish border, were less affected by the weather than the British aircraft operating offshore.

On the 9th, Swordfish aircraft of 810 Squadron covered by Skuas attacked Norddals-brua, Hundalen and Sildvik along the railway line, claiming severe damage to bridges, tunnels and rolling stock. One of the Swordfish ditched in the sea upon returning to the carrier but the crew was picked up by one of the destroyers. After seeing the Swordfish head home, the Skuas proceeded to shoot up the Ju52s at Hartvikvannet again, some of which had been reported as showing ‘signs of recovery’. The Skua flown by Midshipman Treen encountered problems, however, and was forced to land at Spionkop hill near Norddalsbrua, behind the German lines. Treen and his observer Airman Goble walked down from the mountains, through the German lines and were eventually picked up by Bedouin a few days later.

On the 13th, Ark Royal’s aircraft covered the landings at Bjerkvik while others bombed German positions south of Ofotfjorden and along the railway line in one of the first truly combined Allied operations of the war. The carrier was caught in thick fog several times during the day, however, forcing a number of the machines to land on whatever flat ground could be found. In all, four Swordfish and two Skuas were lost in this manner, but no crew were lost.
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The wreckage of the Skua flown by Midshipman Treen and Airman Goble at Spionkop. (S Orchard collection)



At 13:30 Lieutenant Lucy, the commander of 803 Squadron, led two other Skuas on a fighter patrol over Bjerkvik when an enemy aircraft alert was received from Resolution at Holsflua in Tjeldsundet. Responding, the patrol found and chased several bombers attacking the anchorage. After two unsuccessful chases where the Heinkels outdistanced the Skuas each time, another five He111s were observed approaching from the east at eighteen thousand feet. Attacking the incoming machines head-on, the port engine of one bomber was set on fire – while this withdrew, Lucy chased two other Heinkels down to sea level. Suddenly the Skua appeared to explode in mid-air and crashed into the sea. The destroyer Whirlwind later found the crash site and recovered the body of Lieutenant William Lucy, who had started his engagement in Norway some five weeks earlier, leading the attack on Königsberg in Bergen harbour.188 The body of his observer Lieutenant Hanson was never recovered. Leading Whirlwind to the crash site, Lieutenant Gray ran short of petrol and had to land near Ankenes, where he set his aircraft on fire before being picked up by Encounter.

In the following days, the Swordfish and Skuas of Ark Royal continued their missions over the Narvik area. The 125-kg bombs of the Swordfish aircraft were effectively disturbing the railway traffic, breaking the lines and damaging the tunnels and rolling stock, whereas the 10-kg Cooper bombs were used with some effect on A/A guns, and other ‘soft’ targets.

On 15 May, Vice Admiral Wells and Lord Cork agreed that support of the Allied forces south of Bodø required priority and, on return of the last fighter patrol over Skånland that same day, the course of the carrier squadron was set south to reach the latitude of Hemnes the next morning. After further consideration, however, Lord Cork revised his assessment and decided that fighter patrols over the northern area were required after all and little was achieved in the south.

The Narvik area was outside the range of German single-engine fighters stationed in southern Norway, but on a couple of occasions twin-engine Bf110s and Ju88C Zerstörers from KG 30 were sent to engage the Skuas. Even without fighter escort, though, the He111 and Ju88 bombers usually escaped the Skuas owing to their superior speed and rate of climb. There is no doubt, however, that the presence of fighters over the warships severely disrupted the attacks of the German aircraft and in many cases made them jettison their bombs in order to get away. After a while, it was also observed by the Skua pilots that as soon as their presence was observed by the bombers, they tended to move into close formation, protecting each other, but also restricting their operational freedom severely. On the occasions when the Skuas had a height advantage, damage was often inflicted on the German bombers and some were shot down. Repeatedly, though, the limited amounts of ammunition for their guns frustrated the efforts of the British pilots.

On 1 May, a Sunderland flyingboat arrived in Harstad. Onboard were Wing Commander Richard Atcherley, two other RAF officers, three Royal Engineers and Løytnant Bjørnebye of the Norwegian Air Force. The group made a detailed reconnaissance of the Narvik-Harstad-Tromsø region during the next few days in order to come up with solutions for the establishment of one or more airbases suitable for the two proposed fighter squadrons and one bomber squadron being considered at that point. Bardufoss, seventy-five kilometres north-east of Narvik was an obvious choice as an airfield had been built there in the late 1930s.189 It was small, suitable for one fighter squadron only, and covered by a metre of snow, as it had not been kept open during the winter. This could all be dealt with, but a more difficult challenge was that the field was twenty-five kilometres from the nearest seaway where supplies, spares and fuel could be brought in – with only a narrow, unpaved road between. The second fighter squadron could advantageously be placed at Skånland in Tjeldsundet. Here, the transport vessels could anchor close by, but on land there was nothing but a convenient piece of level ground: the airfield would have to be built from scratch.190
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Norwegian volunteers working at Skånland. (Imperial War Museum N226)



For the bomber squadron, Banak at the head of Porsangerfjorden was the only possible site. It was not snow-bound, but it lay three hundred kilometres north-east of Narvik and would need naval support from day one, for supply, communication and defence. Eventually, the preparatory work was halted on 22 May and Banak was never used by the Allied forces. On 12 May, two days after the attack on the Western Front, Lord Cork was informed from London that: ‘in view of the situation elsewhere, no fighter or A/A reinforcements beyond those already promised could be provided.’191 Hence, the Blenheims of 40 Squadron never arrived, in spite of urgent requests from Lord Cork and General Auchinleck. If they had, many things might have been different.

Air Chief Marshal Dowding of Fighter Command had originally been told to send two of his Blenheim squadrons, Nos 23 and 604, in addition to the fighter squadrons earmarked for the north, Nos 263 and 46. He protested vigorously, however, at the dispersal of his limited forces. To avoid having to send the Blenheims to Norway, they were ordered out of service so they could be fitted with self-sealing fuel tanks and armour for crew protection, and were only to head north when this had been done.192 On 17 May, Lord Cork was informed that the Gladiators of 263 Squadron and the Hurricanes of 64 Squadron were all he would have in terms of land-based aircraft.193

Being rather sceptical regarding Allied commitment, General Fleischer preferred to have the control of Bardufoss in his own hands. To speed up the preparations, he sent the newly mobilised I/IR 15, backed up by civilians, to the airfield. Working in two shifts, helped by a bulldozer, they cleared over eight hundred metres of usable runway and set up around twenty shelters in the surrounding woodland. Eventually, an underground operations room was also constructed as well as storage dumps and personnel shelters. Later, a second runway was cleared, but here the ground could not be properly drained and it had to be abandoned in favour of an extension of the first landing strip.

Lord Cork was not so happy about the Norwegians wishing to be masters of their own house: ‘Concerning the preparation and use of Bardufoss, considerable tact was necessary in dealing with the Norwegians, as they firmly wished to keep it under their control. The acceptance of Norwegian pilots and other air personnel for training in England did much to bring a convenient working arrangement into force.’194

The first Bofors A/A guns arrived on 7 May; altogether thirteen 3.7-inch HA guns had been deployed within a week, giving the base a decent defence under the command of Lieutenant Colonel HR Lambert of the Mobile Naval Base Defence Organisation (MNBDO).195 The air component of the Harstad-Narvik MNBDO comprised the ground crews of 263 and 46 Squadron and No. II Observer Screen – numbering, at maximum just before the evacuation, seventy-three officers and almost a thousand personnel of other ranks. Group Captain Maurice Moore was in overall charge, with the ground parties led by Flight Lieutenant Tom Rowland and Wing Commander Atcherley, respectively, the latter in charge at Bardufoss. In general, the preparation of Bardufoss airfield took priority over all other operations around this time. The LCMs were in constant use, landing A/A guns, stores and other equipment required, hence delaying landing operations at Narvik.196

*   *   *

Glorious and Furious, covered by the destroyers Diana, Viscount, Veteran and Witherington, joined Ark Royal off Lofoten on 18 May. Both carriers had reduced complements of naval aircraft for their own protection, but were loaded with RAF Gladiator and Hurricane fighters intended to operate from the airstrips at Bardufoss and Skånland, which were reported to be nearing operational readiness.

Glorious also brought six Walrus amphibious aircraft of 701 Squadron, and these flew to Harstad on 18 May. From then until early June, these ungainly flyingboats under Lieutenant Bracken gave sterling service, flying reconnaissance and anti-submarine patrols as well as convoy escort, communication and transport duties: a tedious but invaluable service under hostile conditions, amounting to more than 250 sorties. The base was closed down on 6 June and the squadron re-embarked on the Ark Royal.197

Things were not quite ready for the RAF fighters at Bardufoss, and the aircraft stayed on board for the time being while the ground parties tried to accelerate the preparations. The ground crews of 263 Squadrons landed at Harstad on the 17th and reached Bardufoss three days later. Those of 46 Squadron also reached Harstad on the 17th and proceeded to Skånland the next day. At Skånland, however, things were far behind schedule.

After the events at Lesjaskog (see Chapter 5), 263 Squadron had been reformed with eighteen new Gladiator IIs and some new pilots. There was considerable pressure from Lord Cork to have the Gladiators transferred to Bardufoss, and on 21 May, Squadron Leader ‘Baldy’ Donaldson flew his machines off Furious, in spite of poor weather. With low cloud and driving rain, flying conditions were difficult, and the guiding Swordfish and one of the Gladiators in the first group crashed in the mountains, the Swordfish crew and the Gladiator pilot being killed. The rest of the squadron eventually landed safely at Bardufoss and the following day fourteen Gladiators were reported operational.

All three carriers set course for Scapa Flow on 21 May, Glorious still with the Hurricanes of 46 Squadron onboard, as Skånland was not operational. During two weeks of operations over Narvik-Harstad, the FAA aircraft of Ark Royal claimed six German aircraft shot down and another nine damaged. Nine Skuas and five Swordfish were lost, but all crews except Lucy and Hanson were retrieved.198

On 22 May – their first operational day – 263 Squadron flew over thirty sorties and immediately became involved in combat with the bombers and their escorts. On 25 May, the Gladiators claimed no fewer than three four-engine Fw200 aircraft of 1./KG 40. Only two were officially lost, though, both shot down by Flying Officer Grant-Ede. Later, three of the Gladiators at Bardufoss were detached to a hastily prepared landing site near Bodø and eventually destroyed there. The remaining Gladiators flew countless missions during the following two weeks and during seventy individual combats, claimed at least twenty-six victories with another nine possible, against limited own losses.199 The limited range of the Gladiators, however, restricted their airtime over Narvik proper.

After a brief respite at Scapa Flow, Glorious once more proceeded to the Narvik area escorted by Wren, Arrow and Highlander, arriving on the 26th. Meanwhile, the airfield at Skånland had been declared operational and Squadron Leader Kenneth ‘Bing’ Cross finally flew his Hurricanes off the carrier.200 The eighteen Hurricanes of 46 Squadron had been hoisted onboard Glorious from barges at Greenock. Flying them off, however, developed into an argument between Cross and Captain D’Oyly-Hughes of Glorious. The latter wanted the fighters to fly ashore in twos and threes to avoid congestion. Cross objected to this, as he wanted the aircraft to fly ashore in three sections of six machines each in order to protect each other in case of an attack while in transit or landing. Eventually Cross had things his way.201

At 08:30 in the morning of 26 May, Glorious was steaming at close to thirty knots into a light wind, and with no mishaps a squadron of single-seat, high-performance fighters for the first time ever took off from the deck of a British carrier. Cross later wrote:


By take-off time the first six aircraft were ranged in threes at the extreme rear end of the deck … A final check around the cockpit. Trims OK. The override boost plug pulled. Third flap down. Eyes then on the Naval Dispatching Officer positioned ahead and to the port. He dropped his flag. This was it. I opened the throttle about three quarters and, as I began to move, pushed the stick forward to raise the tail just off the deck…. Then full throttle, stick further forward and to my surprise I was airborne almost before I started to ease the stick back – with still a third of the deck to go. A piece of cake!202



Trying to land at the six-hundred-metre-long Skånland airstrip, however, turned out to be another matter altogether. Wire-meshed netting (also known as summerfield track) covered the area that had been cleared, but the ground underneath the netting was very soft and yielded under the weight of the aircraft. Cross was the first to land. As his aircraft began to slow down, it started dragging and, tipping forward, the propeller tips were damaged. Humiliated but otherwise unhurt, the squadron leader jumped out, rebuking the nearest ground staff for a sloppy job.203 The next two Hurricanes landed safely, but the fourth caught a wheel in the mesh and flipped onto its back. The pilot was unhurt, but Cross had had enough. He radioed Flight Lieutenant Jameson to take the remaining aircraft directly to Bardufoss. The next day, as soon as the propellers of his Hurricane had been hammered back into shape, Cross and the two that had landed successfully took off again and followed.204 Operations at Bardufoss proved satisfactory even if Donaldson’s Gladiators already crowded the place. It meant, though, that Bodø was at the extreme end of the operational range of the Hurricanes.


[image: ]

Heinkel He111 bombers of KG 100. (Von Casimir via F Wilson)



A first kill for 46 Squadron happened on the 28th when a Ju88A of 6./KG 30 fell to the guns of Flying Officer Jack Lydall. Over the next two weeks, the Hurricane pilots would claim eleven German aircraft during 249 sorties for the loss of three fighters (and two pilots) in combat and two damaged. Flying Officer John Drummond was the most successful of the Hurricane pilots deployed in Norway, being credited with four aircraft.205

On 29 May, a large force of bombers from KGr 100 and KG 26, escorted by Bf110s from KG 76, flew north to bomb the airfield and anchorage at Skånland. The twin-engine Bf110 fighters, although relatively few in number, had a heavy punch and were a constant menace to the slower Gladiators in particular. On this day, nine Hurricanes were on patrol at the time and vectored to meet them. Pilot Officer Neville Banks and Flying Officer Lydall attacked three He111s north of Lødingen, shooting down one of them, which crash-landed at Efjorden, south of Narvik. The pilot of the Heinkel was Oberleutnant Wolfgang Metzke and onboard was also the Gruppenkommandeur of KGr 100, Hauptmann Artur von Casimir. One of the crew was dead and two were wounded, while Casimir and Metzke were both unhurt. Norwegian forces soon arrived, taking them prisoner, after which they were handed over to the British forces and swiftly sent to Britain.206 Both Hurricanes also went down. Banks’s machine crashed in a marshy area near Lødingen and Pilot Officer Banks did not survive. Flying Officer Lydall’s Hurricane was hit by return fire and crashed at Tjeldøya. Lydall was trapped in the wreckage and he succumbed to his wounds and exposure before help arrived.207

The submarine Truant arrived at Harstad on 13 May. To be out of the way of the British A/S patrols and avoid any accidents, Lord Cork ordered her to operate off Tromsø, alongside the two Norwegian submarines B1 and B3. On 23 May, Truant sighted Alster, en route from Kirkenes to Harstad, with a load of iron ore, to pick up an escort for Britain. Not really sure what ship she was, Lieutenant Commander Haggard stalked her for some time. The escort, the trawler Ullswater and the Norwegian auxiliary Nordhav II, could not be identified either. Haggard eventually fired two torpedoes at Alster, in spite of at least one officer having information that she was under British command. Luckily, the torpedoes missed astern and exploded on the shore. Eventually, Alster sailed for Britain from Harstad on the morning of the 27th, falling in with Eskimo, her old mate from Skjelfjorden under tow, stern first, by the tug Bandit, in convoy with two other transports and escorted by the sloop Fleetwood.208

King Haakon and most of the government arrived in Tromsø on 1 May. Having been evacuated from Molde on the cruiser Glasgow a few days earlier, King Haakon wished his arrival to be as inconspicuous as possible, to avoid Tromsø being bombed; the old royal yacht Heimdal came out to meet the cruiser and take the king and his government ashore.209 When they left Molde, it was as yet undecided where the Norwegian entourage should go. Some, led by Koht, wished to go no further than Mosjøen, arguing that by going further the government would be cut off from the rest of the country and possibly accused of running away. Prime Minister Nygaardsvold, supported by Minister Dormer and Captain Pegram, held they needed to be in a place from where they could operate safely and efficiently and argued for Tromsø. King Haakon made it quietly clear that he preferred Tromsø too, as did a majority of the other ministers, and Pegram steered for that city. As a compromise, it was decided that Foreign Minister Koht and Defence Minister Ljungberg should stay onboard Glasgow and go to Britain to consult with the political and military authorities in London and Paris regarding the progress in Norway and appeal for more help. This they did and arrived in London on 5 May.210

While onboard Glasgow, heading from Tromsø towards Britain, Ambassador Dormer, who had accompanied the Norwegian government onboard the cruiser in Molde, sent a very interesting telegram to Lord Halifax at the Foreign Office:


At this moment M. Koht, the Minister for Foreign Affairs and Colonel Ljungberg, Minister of Defence are on board on their way to confer with His Majesty’s Government in London. They have just learned that the attempt to recapture Trondhjem has been abandoned, at any rate for the present, and being unaware of any alternative plans which His Majesty’s Government may be pursuing they are in an extremely despondent mood. M. Nygaardsvold, the Prime Minister, expressed to his colleagues in the Government a few days ago the opinion that Norway should make peace with Germany on the best possible terms she could obtain. M. Koht (who was my informant) was in favour of continuing the resistance, but I know that he and many Norwegians are saying that the Allies are letting them down. The Allies, others have said, have occupied Narvik and controlled the iron ore situation, they have obtained possession of the whole Norwegian merchant fleet, they have destroyed the greater part of the German fleet – what happens to Norway no longer concerns them. This is not a generous view of Allied policy, but our abandonment of Trondhjem and the whole of the country to the south has been a very great disappointment to the Norwegians. Whether they go on with the struggle will depend very largely on the result of the conversations which M. Koht and Colonel Ljungberg hope to hold in London during the next few days.211



For security reasons, it was decided not to keep all key people in one place and the king accepted settlement in a mountain lodge near Målselv (north-east of Bardufoss). The members of the government were spread around in several locations, but eventually re-assembled in Tromsø, as it was too impractical not to be able to meet regularly. Nygaardsvold and most of the ministers assumed it would be possible to keep northern Norway unoccupied with Allied help and wished to start rebuilding a civil administration. This created some friction with the existing administrative bodies in the region, who were used to managing themselves far from Oslo and had already been at war for almost a month – this may well have contributed to the British and French impression of weakness and indecisiveness on the Norwegian side. After a while things settled down but neither King Haakon nor Nygaardsvold and his team would influence events in the north, as they had in the south in April.

General Ruge eventually arrived in Målselv on the back of a lorry in the small hours of the 5th, having come north onboard the destroyer Diana. Generals Ruge and Fleischer were not on the best of terms: in order not to disrupt matters, Ruge decided not to intervene, but to focus on administrative issues, liaison with the Allies, supplies and mobilisation of new units, leaving General Fleischer to handle the war. A handful of officers were transferred to Fleischer’s staff, but otherwise things remained as they had been for a while. There is little doubt, though, that an inherent friction between Ruge and Fleischer, stemming from years earlier, affected both men in a negative way.212

Meanwhile Echo arrived in Tromsø with Admiral Diesen, Kommandør Corneliussen, Kaptein Scheen and Løytnant Stub, key members of the Norwegian Naval Command. They had been evacuated from Molde a week earlier and taken to Scapa Flow for conferences with Admiral Forbes before proceeding to Tromsø, where a new Norwegian naval headquarters was to be established in co-operation with Kommandørkaptein Bredsdorff.213

Lord Cork found that the relationship with the Norwegian High Command needed ‘very careful handling throughout and particularly in the period immediately after the withdrawal from southern Norway’. Later he wrote:


The Norwegians realised that their forces were not properly armed for modern warfare and they made repeated requests for artillery, especially A/A, for the defence of Tromsø and Northern Norway and also to equip the large number of coasting vessels upon whose movement up and down the coast depends the life of the country. These requests I passed on to the Admiralty for HM Government but the Norwegians, who seemed to imagine that immense reserves of guns and ammunition etc were readily available in England could not understand why their requests were not immediately complied with. To ease matters I authorised the issue to them of all the war material not required by the Army, taken in the captured transport Alster who was sent to Tromsø on the 23rd April.214



In mid-May, Colonel Pollock arrived in the northern theatre as a representative of the British government, with a mission to try to improve the general relationship with the Norwegian government and reduce friction between the two countries on a military level. General Ruge had continually pressed for a new British military attaché (in place of Lieutenant Colonel King-Salter) in order to have a proper channel of communication with the British military authorities in London. The level of suspicion, lack of respect and general distrust of Norwegian abilities to wage a war had created an unfortunate distance between the British and Norwegian military commands. The lack of British ability to oppose the German advance had not helped, nor had the abrupt withdrawal from central Norway without Norwegian consultation.

One of General Auchinleck’s first activities after his arrival was to arrange a conference with Generals Ruge and Fleischer at Harstad, which he did on 16 May. He found them ‘both anxious to help apparently’, but the Norwegians’ mistrust was still there: the Norwegian officers interpreted every British action in the light of the abandonment of central Norway and the retreat towards Bodø. At one stage General Fleischer demanded a written promise from the RAF establishing themselves at Bardufoss that there would be no sudden withdrawal as there had been from Åndalsnes. As time progressed, it became obvious to the Norwegian officers that there were fundamental divergent strategic interests between them and the British (or indeed Allied) military command.215

‘… Shall Think Themselves Accursed They Were Not Here’

During the first half of May, the Norwegian 6th Brigade had successfully continued its operations in the high mountains to the east, pushing the Germans back from any position that might threaten Allied control of the Øyjord peninsula. Meanwhile, the 14th Chasseurs Alpins had been advancing eastwards along the shore of Rombaksfjorden, linking up with the Norwegian 7th Brigade in the hills north of the fjord.

On 14 May, Churchill, now in the capacity of prime minister, telegraphed to Lord Cork: ‘I hope you will get Narvik cleaned up as soon as possible …’ Two days later General Auchinleck sent an assessment of the situation at Narvik-Harstad to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Provided there were no Russian attacks over Finland or increased German supplies through Sweden, he expected to be able to hold the Allied positions. He urgently requested increased air support and anti-aircraft batteries, though, and to initiate a final offensive on Narvik and block the German advance from the south, several new divisions were needed. Churchill answered that due to the increasingly dramatic situation in France and Belgium this would not be possible and he would have to solve his tasks with significantly less; he also informed the War Cabinet accordingly. At this stage Narvik was still seen as an opportunity to seize the initiative and even draw some attention away from the mounting pressure in France. In the following days, Churchill increased the pressure on Cork and Auchinleck to retake Narvik and stem the northward German advance. As late as the 20th, Churchill argued that hesitation was costing more men and ships than direct action. It was discussed whether a direct order for an attack on Narvik should be issued, but eventually the Cabinet decided against.216

By now, however, the situation in France had become so serious that the forces in Norway – above all the large naval forces – had to be considered for withdrawal to defend Britain against a likely German invasion, and late on the 24th, Lord Cork received a signal from the CoS informing him bluntly that, as his ‘troops, ships, guns and equipment were urgently needed for the defence of United Kingdom’, he was ‘to evacuate Northern Norway at earliest moment’.217

Général Béthouart argued that it would be impossible to start an evacuation with the Germans still in Narvik – from where they would observe and understand what was happening. He suggested proceeding with the plans to capture the town as soon as possible.

The attack on Narvik had already been delayed several times while waiting for the landing craft to be made available and the air support to arrive. The critical situation at Bodø also diverted attention from Narvik. Eventually, however, the Gladiators of 263 Squadron were operational at Bardufoss and 46 Squadron followed with their Hurricanes. Béthouart suggested making the final push on Narvik on the night of 27/28 May, and this was agreed. General Auchinleck remarked:


… apart from the desirability of making sure whether the facilities for shipping ore from Narvik had, in fact, been destroyed as thoroughly as had been reported, the chances that a successful attack would do much to conceal our intention to evacuate the country in the immediate future would outweigh the possible disadvantages involved in extending our commitments by establishing troops in close contact with the enemy on the Narvik peninsula, where his main force was thought to be located.218



The destroyers Fame, Havelock and Walker were deployed to bombard the German forces hiding in the railway tunnels eastwards along Rombaksfjorden, while Southampton, the only 6-inch-gun cruiser available, was detached to cover Ankenes. Cairo and Coventry with Firedrake and Beagle would stay in Ofotfjorden, focusing on targets around Narvik town and harbour. Generals Auchinleck and Béthouart were both onboard Cairo with Lord Cork.
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The bridge of Cairo in the morning of the Narvik landings. Lord Cork and General Auchinleck are standing to the right. (Imperial War Museum N222)



The ships in Rombaksfjorden were to start their initial bombardment as the landing craft of the first wave passed them. The fire from the ships in Ofotfjorden would be controlled from the flagship. After landing, naval officers attached to the troops would guide the supporting fire over radio with reference to a gridded map. The sloop Stork would act as close support for the landing craft against air attacks while all available Allied fighters from Bardufoss and Glorious would cover from above. This and the Bjerkvik landing would be the first combined Allied operations of the war with all three forces involved, including shore bombardment, landing craft, tanks and air cover.

The two battalions of the 13th Foreign Legion Demi-Brigade under Colonel Brunet de Savigny and one Norwegian battalion II/IR 15, supported by French light tanks, would lead the attack. In addition to the ships’ guns, two batteries of French 75-mm field artillery and one battery of Norwegian mountain guns, positioned a kilometre inland from Øyjord, would give direct support for the landing zone, firing across the fjord.

At the same time, the 1st, 2nd and 4th Podhale Battalions at Håkvik would strike from the Ankenes ridge towards Beisfjorden in a parallel operation, supported by a detachment of Chasseurs, two tanks, two British Howitzers and a battery of French 75-mm field artillery, as well as the guns of Southampton. The 3rd Podhale Battalion was kept in reserve in Ballangen. Chasseurs on the northern side of Rombaksfjorden would also mount an attack eastwards, towards the head of Rombaken, to prevent reinforcements being pulled back towards Narvik from there.

The ships were in their designated positions just after 23:30 on 27 May and the bombardment commenced as planned, followed shortly after by the Norwegian and French field guns at Øyjord. The main targets were crests and hills believed to be potential sites of German machine guns. The range was short, less than two thousand metres, and all guns were permitted to open fire. It was an impressive show of force and terrifying for the German defenders, but the broken terrain and dense shrub in places limited the effects of the relatively small-calibre naval guns and made accurate observation almost impossible.

To ensure surprise as long as possible, the first group to land embarked the three LCAs and two LCMs inside Herjangsfjorden, out of sight from Narvik.219 Led by Commandant Boyer-Resses, around 290 Foreign Legionnaires, which was all the craft could take, landed punctually on the stony beach at Orneset five kilometres east of Narvik, just after midnight. Opposition at the bridgehead was light, and the half-dozen machine guns there were soon silenced. The lack of suitable transport vessels meant that the landing of troops was slow, however, and the first echelon had to fight alone for over an hour before they could be reinforced. The destroyers moved close to maximise support, should it be needed.

Two French light tanks were brought over from Øyjord to Taraldsvik on the LCMs in the second wave, but this meant that there was only room for ninety additional men onboard; the three puffers Gjeisvik, Lilly and Skreien supplemented the transport, in spite of being ill-suited for landing on the beach. The Germans missed their chance for a counter-attack and by 04:00 the 1st Battalion of the Foreign Legion and II/IR 15 were both across while the 2nd Battalion of the Foreign Legion was being made ready. Major Hyldmo joined his men, followed by General Fleischer and Major Lindbäck-Larsen. During the landing Lilly ran aground and keeled over, becoming a target for the German machine guns. Several Legionnaires were killed.

The Norwegians were to move up the slopes of Taralsvikfjellet and, having secured that, turn west into Narvik, while the Legionnaires moved along the shore of Rombaksfjorden, coming into the town from the north. The tanks got bogged down in the soft mud at the beach at Taraldsvik, and had no influence on the events. The opposition stiffened significantly once the Germans had reorganised and, had it not been for the support from the ships’ guns, the outcome might have been in question. The Norwegian casualties in this phase reached forty-nine, of whom seventeen died.220 General Auchinleck later wrote:


Had the enemy been able to launch an immediate counter-attack the result might have been disastrous. It must always, in my opinion, be unwise to embark on operations of this character unless landing craft are available to land a first flight of adequate strength and, in addition, provide an adequate floating reserve to meet unforeseen contingencies. Moreover, the absence of bomber aircraft deprived the attack of one of the most effective means of repulsing an enemy counter-attack … The broken and intricate nature of the ground prevented accurate observation by the supporting ships and artillery. The risk, however, was in my opinion worth taking and, as things turned out, was justified.221



Fog hindered the planned take-off of RAF fighters at Bardufoss and when the first patrol of Hurricanes had to return to base, the ships were left unprotected. Thus, when the first German bombers appeared around 04:20 they had the air to themselves for two hours or more. Some of the Stukas assisted the forces on the ground, whereas the Ju88s and the He111s largely concentrated on the ships. The attacks were very efficient, and the ships had to manoeuvre at high speed to avoid the bombing and strafing, significantly reducing the effect of the supporting fire. Cairo had fended off several attacks when, around 05:50, a formation of three He111s approached from the sun at around six thousand metres, releasing twenty bombs simultaneously. Captain McLaughlin ordered ‘hard-a-starboard’ and the majority of the bombs went into the sea to port; some were very near misses. The two last bombs of the pattern hit the ship: one in front of the bridge on the pom-pom gun deck, the other between the funnels. The Heinkels apparently dropped a mixture of 125-kg and 50-kg bombs, the two striking the cruiser being of the smaller type.
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Bomb damage to Cairo after the hits off Narvik shortly after 06:00; the entry point of the bomb is abaft the pom-pom deck. (Imperial War Museum N328)



The first exploded on the closed ammunition supply hatch of the forward pom-pom gun deck, damaging the bridge and superstructure substantially. The second bomb also exploded on impact, piercing the funnels as well as several water and steam pipes and damaging electrical cables, disabling the midships 0.5-inch gun. The subsequent fires made ready-use ammunition explode, increasing damage further. One near miss aft caused two casualties at the Y gun and some minor damage to the gun itself, while another near miss forward blew in two scuttles and holed the ship’s side above the waterline. Twelve men were killed and about twenty wounded. Lord Cork and the generals escaped – just. Had the first bomb landed a metre or two further aft, it would have hit the bridge, with dire consequences for all the men there. Cairo limped out of the danger zone around 06:40, leaving Admiral Vivian in charge with Coventry, Firedrake and Beagle, joined by Delight and Echo in the afternoon. Général Béthouart and his staff transhipped to Havelock and then went ashore, while Cork remained onboard the cruiser, heading for Harstad.222

Later the fog lifted at Bardufoss and, once the fighters were in place, the German aircraft were largely kept away and the transfer of the 2nd Battalion of the Foreign Legion was completed by 11:00.223 No further ships were hit, other than a puffer loaded with ammunition, which was sunk in the afternoon.224

The Jägers fought stubbornly on in the wilderness of rocks and scrub along the railway. A German counter-attack at one stage, when the ships were busy defending themselves from the aircraft, drove the Norwegians and French back. Echo was warned of the danger, however, and with the help of her guns and field guns firing from across the fjord, the situation was restored after a critical half-hour.225 By late afternoon the Norwegians and the Legionnaires of the 1st and 2nd Battalions, the latter having been shipped over around midday, could finally close the net around Narvik. The German guns and mortars were silenced one by one by the naval gunfire and the German garrison in Narvik proper, by now reduced to Oberleutnant Poetsch and about a hundred men, escaped along the Beisfjord road. In a respectful gesture very much appreciated by General Fleischer and his men, the Legionnaires held back after regrouping and let the Norwegians enter Narvik first, around 17:00 in the afternoon of 28 May.
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Norwegian soldiers moving into the eastern parts of Narvik during the afternoon of 27 April. (Author’s collection)



In the meantime, three of the Polish Podhale battalions had captured the Ankenes peninsula and the inner part of Beisfjorden after heavy fighting and were now overlooking Narvik harbour from the west. Général Béthouart reported to the Allied headquarters at 22:00 that Narvik was securely in Allied hands.226

General Auchinleck wrote:


The plans for the landing on the peninsula North of Narvik had continually to be changed and postponed, owing to the lack of proper landing craft, particularly of motor landing craft, particularly the LCMs, which were required to land tanks. These LCMs were also in constant demand for the vital task of landing heavy anti-aircraft guns for the protection of the base area … With the facilities available the transfer of three battalions across a narrow fjord some 1,500 yards wide took over seven hours, and the strength of the first flight had to be limited to 300 men. The landing of such a small advanced party on a hostile shore entailed considerable risk, and in view of the likelihood of such operations having to be repeated in other theatres of war, it is urgently necessary that an ample supply of modern landing craft should be provided without further delay. It is unfair to expect any troops to undertake such hazardous operations with such inadequate means.227
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Norwegian soldiers welcomed by the remaining population of Narvik. (Author’s collection)



The town and harbour of Narvik did not have much material worth salvaging. Everything valuable in the town had long since been destroyed and the harbour was blocked by sunken ships. The symbolic value of the recapture was tremendous, though. Hitler had received his first major defeat. The operation cost around 150 Allied dead, of whom sixty were Norwegian; 350–400 Germans were taken prisoner, but the majority slipped out of the trap and, escaping down the railway line eastward along Rombaksfjorden, avoided being captured.

During the evening of the 28th, Coventry sailed for Harstad, while Echo and Delight were detailed to remain off Narvik during that night and next day. Delight was later sent to investigate (false) reports of German ships landing troops at Bodø but Echo remained in support of the French advance down the fjord. Her shooting was accurate and most effective, once her officers learned the trick of aiming and firing at onshore targets, and the Legionnaires advanced steadily. A heavy counter-attack during the night of the 28th/29th was repelled by fifty-three salvoes from the destroyer, assisted by accurate spotting from shore by the British liaison officer, Sub-Lieutenant Duff. During the 29th, Echo was replaced by Walker and set course for Bodø too.228

The attack of the Chasseurs on the northern side of Rombaksfjorden continued over the next couple of days, and they soon linked up with the rest of General Fleischer’s division. Along the southern side of the fjord, the French advanced as far as Sildvik and the narrows at Straumsnes. On the Ankenes side, the 1st, 2nd, and 4th Polish Battalions under General Bohusz-Szyzko, supported by French ski-troops and British field guns, pressed forward, reaching Beisfjord village in the morning of the 29th. Some of the Poles continued into Narvik, while others kept pushing the Germans into the mountains in bitter fighting.229

There is no doubt that the inferior German force in the Narvik area fought well, particularly when considering that a large part of them consisted of sailors and naval officers. It was well led, reacted opportunistically in attack and withdrew in time and in good order when outfought. The men were motivated and willing to take great sacrifices if required. In the end, fewer than 5,000 Germans faced 4,800 Norwegians and some 24,500 Allied reinforcements, all counted, but still managed to avoid being overrun for more than six weeks in almost total isolation, except for the paratroopers that landed at Bjørnfjell.

Generalleutnant Dietl is largely given the credit for the German success at Narvik and there is no doubt that he played a significant role in the events. Every day of the campaign he visited some of the soldiers and especially in the second half of May, when losses mounted and things started looking bleak, he contributed personally to the stamina of his Jägers. Colonel Alois Windisch of 139th Regiment also made a significant contribution through his discerning conduct of the operations north and east of Rombaksfjorden. This highly decorated and popular officer, originally from the old Austrian-Hungarian Imperial Army, stands out as one of the main reasons for the German success at Narvik. He repeatedly anticipated Allied movements and would strengthen his defences when necessary or withdraw in time when resistance was not possible, saving his forces for another day. Windisch’s counterpart in Narvik, Major Haussels, was by many described as ‘a ‘brutal Nazi’ and it has been difficult to find favourable mention of him outside contemporary German sources.

Cumbersome planning, infighting and personal rivalry on the other hand hampered the Allied forces, as did the concept of always advancing on a broad front instead of concentrating the push on strategically important goals. There is little doubt that mistrust and disregard for the capacity of the forces of the other Allied nations cost many lives. Narvik was recaptured, but the town was little more than a ruin.

On 8 May, a signal arrived from OKW in Berlin ordering Dietl to hold Narvik but ‘if compelled to withdraw, to destroy the ore-railway and make it unusable to the enemy for a long period’. It also went on to say that if pressed too hard, a cadre of the best soldiers should be made to remain in the mountains, supplied from the air, while the rest could cross into Sweden. This latter part was later cancelled as it was expected that the start of the operations in the West would lessen the pressure in Norway. German destruction of buildings and equipment in Narvik started in late April. There is little doubt that Dietl’s personal strength was key in holding the perimeter firm during the coming months. A lesser man might not have succeeded in preventing surrender, though it must have been very hard for Dietl too at times.
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Soldiers and civilians evacuating town during the German bombing of Narvik on 2 May. (Author’s collection)
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Incendiaries were used in large numbers and the many wooden houses burned fiercely. (Tore Eggan collection)



The Germans, exhausted and low on ammunition, pulled back along the railway line towards the head of Rombaksfjorden, demolishing the tunnels as they went. The French Foreign Legion followed, supported by destroyers in the fjord. At the same time the Poles, pursuing other German remnants from the head of Beisfjorden, progressed northeastwards towards the railway line. The two forces linked up on 2 June. Meanwhile, most of the surviving German soldiers pulled back towards Bjørnfjell and the Swedish border. The Norwegians, now in possession of the Kuberg plateau, regrouped for an attack on Rundfjell, where the German positions had been softened by preliminary air bombing. Once Rundfjell was taken, further attacks would aim towards Bjørnfjell.

After its recapture, Narvik was subjected to a large number of German bomb attacks. The town was a wreck: 190 houses were totally destroyed and a further seven hundred were damaged to some degree.230 In total, civilian casualties amounted to thirty-five killed and thirty wounded. Three thousand civilians evacuated from Narvik during the first days of the occupation and many more followed, but many also stayed behind, trying to survive as best they could in the ruins. There was little concern for civilian losses on either side – some of the massive Allied shelling was very difficult to understand for those that could only watch their houses and farms burn to the ground. Life under military administration was hard for those inside the German perimeter and most nights were spent in private basements or the large tunnels of the mining company. Food was rationed and money was an issue, as far as anything could be purchased; several currencies were in use. After the recapture, conditions did not improve much as German bombing replaced Allied shelling, but at least the supply situation improved. More than twenty wrecks blocked the harbour, the ore quays were in total ruins, as was most of the railway complex and rolling stock, with all electric power gone. Estimates by the chief engineer of the Allied forces reckoned it would take more than a year before another load of Swedish ore could be shipped through Narvik. This, along with the events unfolding in France, meant that paradoxically Narvik lost its strategic importance the moment it was recaptured. As estimated, it would be a full year before the first load of iron ore again left Narvik for Germany. From then and until the end of the war, only 4.4 million tons would pass Malmkaia (the ore quay) – less than the amount that German ships had loaded from the same facilities during the winter of 1938/39.231
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Dalzel-Job’s puffers arrive at Narvik to evacuate the last of the civilian population. (Imperial War Museum N265)



After the departure of the Irish Guards from Bogen, Sub-Lieutenant Dalzel-Job had taken on a somewhat buccaneering role in the Narvik area. Direct command of the puffer fleet had been transferred to Sub-Lieutenant Akehurst, while Dalzel-Job roamed around, looking for things to do. On the 29th, he arrived at the Vasvik pier with four puffers, asking questions regarding the safety of the civilian population. The young officer was taken to Mayor Broch, who at that very moment was discussing with other authorities in the area what to do. Some five thousand people remained in the town and would undoubtedly be in peril as the German bombing intensified. Dalzel-Job suggested a large-scale evacuation. Mayor Broch gratefully consented. Dalzel-Job mustered his fleet and any other ship in the vicinity and over the next few days, four thousand people, including virtually all the children, women and elderly, were evacuated from Narvik to villages and communities around the region. Consequently, when the weather cleared and the bombers arrived on 31 May and 2 June, levelling a third of the town, no more than five civilians were killed. Dalzel-Job’s involvement in the evacuation was against direct orders from Harstad, which he chose to overlook.232
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Narvik in ruins. The largely undamaged building on the lower left today houses the superb Narvik Museum and Peace Centre. (Author’s collection)



On receiving word of the impending Allied evacuation, Dalzel-Job and Broch decided to continue evacuating the rest of the population, leaving fewer than a thousand volunteers behind to take care of the hospital, the fire station and other basic civilian tasks. In addition, any equipment of military value that could be moved was taken out of town, leaving nothing of value for the Germans. Most of the railway and ore-loading facilities had already been destroyed before the recapture and needed little further attention.233

Dalzel-Job and Broch were among the last to leave, in the evening of 7 June. The Norwegian continued to Tromsø; Dalzel-Job embarked on Southampton in Harstad to return to Britain.234 Having disobeyed clear orders, Dalzel-Job was heading for a court martial. Before things could get that far, however, King Haakon sent a personal letter of appreciation via the British Admiralty and presented the young officer with the Knight’s Cross of St Olav, whereafter he was untouchable, and matters were quickly forgotten.235





— 11 —

The Long Retreat

Helgeland

ON THE MORNING OF 3 May, Oberst Getz informed General Ruge and the Norwegian Supreme Command that all Allied forces had left central Norway. The lack of weapons and ammunition available for his exhausted soldiers made further sustained resistance futile and on 5 May Getz surrendered all forces under his command. The spearhead of the German advance reached Namsos in the evening of the 4th and by the morning of the 5th, both Grong and Namsos were firmly in German hands. The basis for a further advance northwards towards Mo, Bodø and eventually Narvik was secured (see Chapter 6).

Shortly after, General von Falkenhorst, the supreme commander of the German forces in Norway, moved his office to Hotel Britannia in Trondheim to be as close to the battle of northern Norway as possible. Admiral Hermann Boehm, ‘Commanding Admiral Norway,’ and General Stumpff, the newly appointed C-in-C of Luftflotte V, followed him. The campaign was far from over – if anything, the hardest part was still left and, with the attack on the Western Front about to be initiated, the sooner Norway could be fully secured the better.1

Information available to the Norwegian High Command more than a week earlier indicated that a German advance northwards was being planned as soon as the Trondheim area was secured. This had been forwarded to the Allies, and General Massy suggested that to prevent Mosjøen being occupied, one detachment should be sent from Mauriceforce direct to Mosjøen by sea, while a rearguard of skilled skiers from the Chasseurs Alpins should be left behind at Grong, east of Namsos, when Mauriceforce pulled out. These should retreat only under pressure and delay any German northward advance. Both General Carton de Wiart and Général Audet opposed the latter, however, claiming that there were not enough skiers available for such an operation. Besides, the roads north of Grong would be impassable during the thaw and any unit left there would be lost. Wiart did not think it was a good idea to defend Mosjøen either, as he considered that maintaining a force there would become a ‘very serious problem owing to enemy air activity and complete lack of administrative organisation’.2

These conclusions were based on inadequate reconnaissance, and without communication with the Norwegian command. The British considered the road ‘impassable for mechanical transport’ from fifty kilometres south of Mosjøen and ‘no billeting facilities for 100 miles’.3 In fact, Oberst Getz had had the line of the uncompleted railway north of Grong cleared of snow by 19 April and supplies and reinforcements for his brigade were being brought down from Mosjøen with few difficulties. One part of the line, where an unfinished bridge was still missing, was skirted by a shuttle of lorries on high ground. Later, the Germans did not find it overly difficult to advance along this route with speed.

As a compromise, a hundred Chasseurs Alpins and a British A/A unit with two light Bofors guns embarked on the destroyer Janus at Namsos during the evening of 30 April and arrived at Mosjøen late on 2 May. Commander Tothill of Janus remarked:


The success of this operation depended entirely on not being observed by reconnaissance planes. Mosjøen is within range of enemy dive-bombing planes; the fiords are in places narrow, with no room to manoeuvre and, owing to the shortness of darkness, the fiords have to be navigated during daylight hours. Now that the enemy air force are no longer occupied with forces operating further to the southward, sea communication with Mosjøen is not considered to fall within the limits of a justifiable risk.4



The period following the evacuation of central Norway created a breathing space for the Home Fleet, which had been stretched beyond endurance supporting three landings hundreds of miles apart. Just as Admiral Forbes was about to concentrate his resources off Narvik, however, Italian activities in the Mediterranean and the Adriatic prompted a return to that area of some of the ships taken north in April. On 10 May, Hitler initiated Operation Gelb, the German offensive in the West. Events developed with an alarming speed, and Narvik was reduced to a secondary theatre of war. Within days, several cruisers and destroyers were transferred from the Home Fleet to the Channel. Carlisle, Galatea, Arethusa, Manchester and Sheffield left the northern theatre for good, as did a large number of destroyers and sloops.

General Massy believed it would be possible to halt a German advance northwards along Helgeland in the Mo-Mosjøen region but argued that it would require appropriate well-equipped forces with, above all, sufficient anti-aircraft artillery and air support. If the Germans were halted, it might be possible to start considering an eventual southward progress after the spring thaw had ended. Generals Ruge and Fleisher naturally shared this view.5

Others in London believed the area between Trondheim and Narvik to be little more than a wilderness, where a guerrilla campaign would suffice. Demolition of roads, bridges, settlements and whatever infrastructure existed would make a void where the Germans, attempting to advance, could be dealt with. It is hard to believe that this concept, which resulted in totally inadequate forces being deployed when there was still time to establish a proper defence, was based on a detailed understanding of what this part of Norway actually looked like and how people lived there. Inevitably the forces deployed at Helgeland would end up as troops of the line, fighting a regular, but hopeless, rearguard action. Ironically, the men chosen for this mission were some of the best-trained and best-led troops of the Allied forces – a minor success of a deliberate, if somewhat faulty, strategy.

As part of the contingency planning for Scandinavia after the Finnish armistice with Russia in March, the MIR had been instructed to develop a concept for amphibious raids on the Norwegian west coast. The man chosen to organise the ‘independent companies’, as the units would be known, was Colonel Colin McVean Gubbins. He had a fascination for irregular warfare and, through service in the Russian Civil War, India and Ireland, had more actual experience in it than most British officers.6

Gubbins decided that the appropriate type of unit for the raiding parties required would be a strengthened company, armed and equipped to operate only with resupplies that could be acquired locally for up to a month. His proposals were accepted in mid-April and volunteers for up to ten such companies were called for from battle-ready units in Britain. By the end of April, the first companies were ready in Scotland; each with around twenty officers and 270 other ranks (i.e. double the strength of an ordinary infantry company).7

On 1 May, No. 1 Independent Company embarked on the transport Royal Ulsterman, which sailed for Mo on the Norwegian Helgeland coast, escorted by the destroyer Mohawk. The next day, Gubbins received orders from General Massy in London that he was to assume command of ‘Scissorsforce’, the five Independent Companies available at the time, with the task of preventing the Germans moving north from the Trondheim-Namsos area. Gubbins would report to Lord Cork in Narvik but, in order to maintain his independence, he was given a brigade-size staff, including Norwegian-speaking personnel. Field equipment was plentiful, including rucksacks, sheepskin coats and snowshoes, but his men had no transport of their own, and they were not trained or equipped to withstand a determined enemy attack.8

On 29 April, Lord Cork received a signal from the CIGS informing him that it was paramount that the head of Saltfjorden south of Bodø was secured to prevent the landing of German paratroopers. The signal indicated that a force to occupy the area would leave Britain shortly, but Lord Cork sent Blyscawica to the fjord for reconnaissance. The Norwegian auxiliary Syrian confirmed that there were no Germans in the area and, on the night of 29/30 April, a detachment of the Scots Guard, 150 men strong, were taken by Blyscawica and Ardent from Harstad to Bodø. The following day, a signal from the Admiralty to Admiral Forbes was intercepted and decoded in Harstad, in spite of not being addressed to Lord Cork, and he thus learned that British forces would be sent to Mosjøen and Mo as well as Bodø.

On a request from Lord Cork, the Admiralty elaborated its thinking regarding Bodø, Mo and Mosjøen in a series of signals during the first week of May, concluding that it was ‘… most important to hold in force the Mo road leading north’. Unfortunately, though, it would not be ‘… possible to maintain large forces in face of enemy air superiority well in advance of established fighter aerodrome and … Bodø was the only place south of Narvik where such could be established.’ Hence, only a small force would be sent to Mo and Mosjøen to obstruct German landings. Bodø would be developed as a rearward base with basic anti-aircraft defences, while Mo and Mosjøen were to be held for as long as possible by Scissorsforce.9

No. 1 Independent Company landed at Mo near the head of Ranfjorden on 4 May. No. 3 Company landed at Bodø on the night of 8/9 May from the Royal Scotsman, establishing a headquarters for the Scissorsforce there.10 Colonel Gubbins landed the same night with No. 4 and 5 Companies from Ulster Prince at Mosjøen. Before she departed Mosjøen, Ulster Prince embarked the French Chasseurs that had been sent there from Namsos a week earlier (see Chapter 6), thus making the operations in Nordland a British-Norwegian venture. The last independent company, No. 2 Company, arrived at Bodø on 14 May on Royal Ulsterman, escorted by Matabele.

At Mosjøen, No. 4 Company set up a defensive perimeter around the town and the first part of the road towards Mo, while No. 5 Company moved south to reinforce the four hundred men of I/IR 14 under Major Sundlo. Gubbins found the Norwegians at Fellingfors, 150 kilometres north of Grong, where demolition of the bridge crossing the Vefsna River gave a line of defence. They were in a state of deterioration: exhausted from several weeks of fighting in Trøndelag, demotivated by the British withdrawal from Namsos and overwhelmed by the rapid German advance, chasing them northwards. In a signal to Lord Cork at Narvik and the Admiralty in the early morning of 9 May, sent from Veteran, Gubbins reported that he had ‘interviewed Norwegian General to make liaison. Norwegian troops apparently good but unenthusiastically led.’11


[image: ]



General Fleischer wished to send replacements to Helgeland from the units he had in Finnmark. British unwillingness to make transport available or provide escort for a transport delayed the process. When in addition it became clear that, for political reasons, London would not provide support should the Russians advance into Finnmark, the Norwegian soldiers stayed put.

On the German side, the preparations for the northward advance had been going on for some time, as Norwegian intelligence had reported. On a direct order from Hitler, against the advice of the Army General Staff, (Oberkommando des Heeres – OKH), Generalleutnant Valentin Feurstein’s 2nd Gebirgsdivision had been added to the forces originally allocated for Norway. The division had been brought to Oslo by sea and air transport and from there to Trondheim as soon as the passage was secure in the first days of May. On 4 May, Feurstein and his staff arrived in Trondheim to take command of the northward advance, while Generalmajor Woytasch’s 181st Infantry Division remained in the Trondheim-Namsos area.
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A veteran Gebirgsjäger of the 2nd Gebirgsdivision somewhere in Helgeland. He carries a belt-fed MG34 and has been awarded the Iron Cross 2nd class (EK II), as seen from the buttonhole ribbon on his chest. (Author’s collection)



In addition to the 136th and 137th Gebirgsjägerregiment that were normally part of Feurstein’s division, the 138th Regiment from Dietl’s 3rd Gebirgsdivision was also subordinated and ordered to join the march northwards to relieve their brethren in Narvik. The Jägers of the 138th Regiment had arrived in Trondheim on 9 April and were no longer needed there at this stage. Pioneers to make the road passable and repair demolished bridges were also attached to Kampfgruppe Feurstein, as were some artillery units.

Generalleutnant Feurstein did not hesitate, and on 5 May the spearhead of his battle group moved out of Grong along the road to Mosjøen. Under the best circumstances it would be a challenging task. Narvik was a gruelling nine hundred kilometres away across mountains and fjords – inside the Arctic Circle line – and it is to the credit of the Jägers that they managed to advance with such speed and determination as they did. Probably the perception of it being a rescue mission for their fellow Gebirgsjägers stranded in Narvik played a significant role for both men and officers.

The first part of the road was easy enough. After the Allied evacuation, the Norwegian forces had fallen back and left a 190-km open space northwards through Namdalen to Mosjøen, held only by minor rearguard units. These fell steadily back ahead of the German advance while delaying it as much as possible. Demolition was largely ineffective, due to a misunderstanding in the Norwegian command. On 9 May, the German spearheads were reported some fifteen kilometres south of Mosjøen and, lacking adequate support from Norwegian forces, Colonel Gubbins decided to prepare a gradual withdrawal towards Mo.

Generalleutnant Feurstein’s Jägers attacked the positions at Fellingfors the same day under cover of total air superiority. At first, the Norwegians and No. 5 Company successfully held their positions with only small losses. During the afternoon, however, news came that the Germans had landed from the sea at Hemnesberget, further north between Mo and Mosjøen. Colonel Gubbins gave orders for No. 5 Company to fall back to a position north of Mosjøen, behind No. 4 Company, and the Norwegians followed. By early morning of the 11th, Mosjøen was in German hands. It had only taken the Germans six days to advance the two hundred kilometres from Grong.
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A column of Gebirgsjägers moving through Namdal on their way towards Mosjøen. (Author’s collection)



Fearing he would be cut off, Gubbins decided to leave the area altogether and evacuated to Sandnessjøen. Both independent companies were hence embarked on Norwegian steamers during the night and following morning. The Norwegians continued northwards along the road. Before leaving, heavy weapons, including several Bofors A/A guns, were destroyed. A large amount of food and other stores was left behind, though, to the Germans’ gratification as it significantly lessened the pressure on their own extended supply lines.12

Hemnesberget

In 1940, the main road north was interrupted at Elsfjorden, from where a ferry took vehicles and passengers fifteen kilometres up the fjord to Hemnesberget, where the road towards Mo continued. Except for some concentrated population at Korgen and Finneid, Hemnesberget – twenty-five kilometres west of Mo – was the only village (1,500 inhabitants) between Mosjøen and Mo.

The Germans attacked at Elsfjorden on 10 May, slowly pushing the Norwegians back. In parallel, Major Sorko took II/GJR 137 off the road, heading eastwards, into the high mountains for a flanking move towards Korgen and Finneid. An exhausting march on snowshoes in deep, thawing snow awaited them, delaying their advance significantly. At the same time, one of the most daring German operations since the invasion itself was being planned – Operation Wildente.13 Though small in scale, it was as bold as anything the Germans did during the Norwegian campaign, and totally surprised the British and Norwegian defenders of the area.

In Trondheim, three hundred German Jägers of the reinforced 1st Company of GJR 138 under Hauptmann Holzinger had been held back, pending the development of the advance. Meanwhile, the Norwegian coastal steamer Nord-Norge had been manned by a crew drawn from the destroyers still in the area.14 On 8 May, Holzinger and his men embarked on Nord-Norge, which left Trondheim, escorted by two aircraft. Dauntingly, she was flying a Norwegian flag.

There had been several Norwegian warnings to the British naval command in Harstad that the Germans were planning an action along the coast north of Trondheim, and Nord-Norge’s departure from Trondheim was duly reported. This does not appear to have been acted upon in any way. Nord-Norge was observed by the Norwegian coastguards passing Rørvik in the early morning of 10 May and reported to Norwegian naval headquarters at Tromsø, from where the information was forwarded to the British headquarters in Harstad, with a request to capture or sink her. The signal arrived at 10:15, but almost two hours passed before a search for available ships to intercept was initiated.15
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Gebirgsjägers onboard a steamer operating on the Helgeland coast. (Author’s collection)



Eventually, only Calcutta, just having met convoy NS2, escorted by Jackal and Javelin off Skomvær Lighthouse, and Zulu, fuelling in Skjelfjorden, were found to be suitably close. Captain Lees of Calcutta decided to wait off Myken Lighthouse for Zulu to arrive before setting course for Ranfjorden, which had been indicated as the likely destination of the steamer. By the time she arrived, however, around 17:00, Nord-Norge was already in Ranfjorden, heading for Hemnesberget. Jackal and Javelin were left with their convoy.

Shortly before 19:00, Nord-Norge approached the wooden pier at Hemnes. A platoon from No. 1 Company and about 120 Norwegians were at Hemnesberget. Seeing the German soldiers onboard, they opened fire as the steamer approached. The return fire from two 20-mm cannons and several machine guns drove the defenders off the wharf and the Germans jumped ashore. The Jägers regrouped quickly and after some hard fighting, where their heavy mortars and mountain guns gave them the upper hand, established a perimeter around the bridgehead. Five Germans, eight British soldiers and two Norwegian civilians were killed during this phase.16

Meanwhile, two He59 seaplanes set ashore forty men with mortars and machine guns at Sund, further south on the island. These landings outflanked the Allied forces, creating confusion that was bordering on panic. During the evening further men were flown in, but by 21:00, the fighting died down and both sides pulled back to consolidate. Some of the escaping British soldiers went by boat all the way back to Mo. Others joined the Norwegians at Finneid, where a narrow strip of land made a natural defensive position. Here, they were joined during the night by the rest of No. 1 Company under Major May, supported by Kaptein Ellinger with his heavy machine-gun unit and ninety infantrymen from I/IR 14.17

Around 22:30, Calcutta and Zulu rounded the foreland off Hemnesberget. Nord-Norge was still alongside the pier. Part of the stores and ammunition had been offloaded while wounded and British prisoners of war had been brought onboard. Both British warships opened fire and the shells slammed into the steamer as well as the wharf. Hit by a torpedo from Zulu, Nord-Norge blew up with a mighty explosion, throwing heavy fragments and burning pieces all over Hemnes. The wharf was a total shambles. The number of German dead is not known, but must have been significant. Also several of the British prisoners were killed, some while jumping into the fjord trying to swim towards the warships. At least sixteen of the houses at the waterfront were destroyed or went up in flames during the ensuing fires.

Zulu and Calcutta continued towards Mo, where they picked up some of the retreating British troops before heading offshore, joining the escort of Penelope, which had just commenced her tow from Skjelfjorden back to Britain.18

During the night of 10/11 May, German pressure on the Allied lines mounted, including from Major Sorko’s battalion, which had finally crossed the mountains. The fighting at Finneid was heavy at times, but, helped by British warships in the fjord, Kaptein Ellinger and Major May succeeded in holding the line for a few critical days in spite of casualties. Eventually, on 14 May, all the Allied troops were past Finneid and started falling back towards Mo. The German losses at Finneid were significant; several officers fell.

Meanwhile, Jackal and Javelin, which had refuelled and turned for home after having delivered the NS2 convoy, were recalled on the 11th and ordered to head for Helgeland, make contact with Colonel Gubbins and assist him to ‘establish himself’.19 The information reaching Commander Napier of Jackal was scant and the whereabouts of Gubbins’s force was unknown. After exchanging signals with Calcutta, he set course for Mo. Passing Hemnes, he saw the jetty was on fire, but there were no signs of either German or Allied forces. Mo, where the two destroyers arrived at 22:30, was found to be in Norwegian hands and Napier learned that Gubbins was at Sandnessjøen. Talking to Gubbins by telephone, Napier was asked to get there as soon as possible and shell some anticipated German positions near Hemnes on the way back. Obligingly, both destroyers fired around sixty rounds at the requested site, against no opposition and without seeing any results.

Further down Ranfjorden, they encountered Enterprise, Cairo, Hesperus and Fleetwood taking the Scots Guards to Mo (see below). Commander Napier finally found Gubbins at Sandnessjøen, where they arrived at 03:00 on the 12th. The colonel was eager to get to Bodø and embarked Jackal with a hundred men. The remaining 350 men of No. 4 and No. 5 Companies were already onboard a local steamer, which Javelin escorted northwards by another route to lessen the risk of air attack. Commander Napier later wrote:


I was deeply impressed with the personality and leadership of the Commanding Officer, and the quality of his officers and men. They had lost all their gear, were short of food and sleep, and had been hard at it fighting a delaying action against superior forces, unsupported in a strange country, and subjected to the complete German air superiority. They were of a very fine type, and their cheerfulness and enthusiasm beyond praise.20



All ships reached Bodø without casualties on the morning of the 12th in spite of catching the attention of some German aircraft. Leaving for home, the two destroyers were bombed again and Commander Napier wrote: ‘It appeared to me that an air position is rapidly developing in Northern Norway similar to that complete ascendancy established with such unfortunate results in Aandalsnes and Namsos areas.’21

Falling Back

Generals Ruge and Fleischer had for some time argued the importance of stemming the German advance at Helgeland. Lord Cork and General Mackesy agreed wholeheartedly, but as that meant redeployment of the forces, it was not a decision they could take alone. Preparations were nevertheless initiated to move the Scots and Irish Guards at short notice to Mo or Bodø.22 After the events at Hemnesberget, the situation was becoming precarious, and the Allied War Council agreed to move the 24th Guards Brigade south from Harstad. Three companies of the Scots Guards were embarked on Enterprise, Hesperus and Fleetwood and with the freighter Margot carrying four light A/A guns, four 25-pounders and some Royal Engineers they sailed on 11 May.23 Captain Annesley’s orders were to head for Mo, but if the passage through the fjord was closed or Mo was in enemy hands, he should return to Bodø. Passing Hemnes in the morning of the 12th, they were fired at, but no damage was sustained.

Air attacks through the long narrow fjord and at Mo were heavy, hampering disembarkation. The A/A cruiser Cairo had joined the convoy just before going inshore and her services were invaluable, as was fighter cover from Ark Royal. Captain Annesley’s report later recommended that no large ships other than anti-aircraft cruisers should enter the narrow fjord again and ‘… supplies should be conveyed in puffers or small coasters, and troops in destroyers.’24 Cairo and Fleetwood were the only ships of the convoy armed with high-angle guns, but Fleetwood quickly spent her ammunition, after which Cairo had to take on the burden alone. Enterprise sailed for Bodø in the afternoon, receiving the full attention of the Luftwaffe all the way to the open sea. Captain Annesley wrote:


The disembarkation of all troops was completed by 07:30 but, for some reason best known to themselves, the soldiers marched away and left the lorries, guns and stores in Margot to unload themselves. I had hoped to have been able to withdraw all ships from Mo by 10:00, but this neglect on the part of the army caused us to undergo a whole day of bombing. Enterprise was ordered to Bodø at about 15:15 and I am sure none of us will ever forget the passage through the Narrows while we were being attacked by four dive bombers. It was impossible to deviate by a degree from the straight course owing to the narrowness of the fjord, and I cannot understand even now how the enemy failed to hit us … The bombing continued until 18:10 and the last bomber was the most persistent. He made dummy runs to start with in order to observe our tactics. Then he started in earnest but only dropped one bomb at a time. He attacked us for an hour [until] we had reached open water.25
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The British cruiser Enterprise. (Wright and Logan)



Cairo brought away the rest of the convoy during the evening, by which time poor visibility and low clouds kept the German bombers away.

Taking over command of all land forces on the 13th, General Auchinleck decided to send the Irish Guards to Bodø as well as the headquarters of the 24th Brigade. Brigadier Fraser, who had returned to duty, was given command of all British troops in the southern area and received instructions from Auchinleck to establish himself in Bodø and maintain an advanced detachment at Mo as long as possible.26 General Fleischer stressed the importance of the places, hoping it would become possible to recapture Mosjøen. It was added by the Admiralty, though, that:


It is not possible to maintain larger forces in face of enemy air superiority at any place well in advance of an established fighter aerodrome and even then, adequate air protection would require forward landing facilities. Only place south of Narvik where it might prove possible to establish forward landing ground is Bodø. Hence at Mo and Mosjøen, only small bodies can be maintained. Role of such bodies is to carry out extensive demolitions on road leading North from Namsos, which is already in bad state and reported impassable for wheeled vehicles, and to delay advance of enemy for as long as possible and prevent landings from sea or by parachute. It is however highly desirable that Bodø should be included in the forward defences of Narvik.27



During the evening of 13 May, Brigadier Fraser embarked on Somali in Harstad and, picking up the French destroyer Foudroyant at Skånland, headed for Bodø next morning. After a brief stop there and a briefing, both destroyers continued towards Mo to let the brigadier assess the situation at first hand. While Fraser was onshore at Mo during the night of the 14th/15th, Somali shelled German troops advancing on Finneid, while Foudroyant did similarly at Hemnes, sinking some small boats and a couple of seaplanes in the fjord. Most of her shells landed onshore, destroying the remaining houses at Sund and Hemnesberget: around 110 buildings went up in flames.28

Meanwhile, 850 Guardsmen were taken onboard the Polish transport Chrobry, which was to disembark them at Bodø before heading back to Britain. The brigade headquarters unit, a few anti-aircraft guns, a unit from the 3rd Hussars with three tanks, some sappers and a field ambulance also embarked, as well as a number of passengers for Britain, including nineteen Norwegian airmen.29 In all, there were 1,016 passengers onboard in addition to Chrobry’s regular crew of 176, plus ten British soldiers manning her A/A guns.30 Sub-Lieutenant Dalzel-Job had for safety reasons argued energetically for the use of his puffer fleet for the transport of the Irish Guards to Bodø, but had been briskly overruled by command in Harstad, in spite of support from their C-in-C, Lieutenant Colonel Faulkner.31
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The Polish troop transport Chrobry moving down Tjeldsundet towards Hol on 14 May. (P Taylor collection)



Chrobry left the anchorage at Hol in the evening of 14 May escorted by Wolverine and the sloop Stork, setting course for Bodø. There were German aircraft overhead, but she slipped away unnoticed. Once clear of Tjeldsundet, the small fleet started a zigzag pattern down the centre of Vestfjorden at sixteen knots and the Guardsmen settled in for what they hoped would be a quiet night. Wolverine and Stork took station 1,500 metres on the starboard and port bows, respectively, slightly ahead of the liner. This would give good A/S protection as well as A/A coverage forward, while Chrobry’s own guns aft would cover the rest.

Just before midnight, off Landegode, a single He111 swept out of the hazy semidarkness and, passing low over the transport from aft, sprayed her decks with machine-gun bullets. Turning steeply, the Heinkel came in from aft again, dropping several bombs, some of which fell a few metres from the starboard side of the ship.32 Two of the bombs hit Chrobry amidships abaft the bridge, however, where the majority of the officers and sergeants were billeted, killing Lieutenant Colonel Faulkner, his second-in-command Major Bowen, the adjutant Captain O’Neill and three of the five company commanders. During both attacks, the A/A guns aft and the superstructure were strafed and several men were wounded. After the bombs had hit, the He111 returned to machine-gun the burning transport.

The aircraft, flown by Hauptmann Robert Kowalewski belonged to Korpsführungs-kette/X Fliegerkorps, one of two He111s used by the staff of Generalleutnant Geisler, the C-in-C of X Fliegerkorps. Onboard was also the corps’ previous Chief of Staff, Major Martin Harlinghausen, who had been appointed Fliegerführer Drontheim on 14 April to organise air operations out of Trondheim. He was regularly taking part in missions using the staff aircraft, as he wanted to see for himself what was going on over the various sectors where he sent his aircraft.

Several fires erupted on Chrobry, but Captain Deyczakowski turned her sideways to have the wind abeam, blowing the heavy smoke over the port side and clear of the decks as much as possible. There was no water from the pumps, however, and the fire spread quickly, making it impossible to save the ship. Even though Chrobry was blazing fiercely, Chief Engineer Zygmunt Kuske managed to keep the engines running and Captain Deyczakowski could hold the liner stable against the wind. Seeing an opportunity, Commander Craske took Wolverine alongside up wind to evacuate the survivors, while Stork circled the scene in case of further attacks. The troops scrambled onto Wolverine across ladders, lines and rescue nets: almost seven hundred men in about twenty minutes. Some men took to the water, but they were also quickly rescued. Apart from the loss of the officers, casualties were light but all the battalion equipment was lost.33 Two or three more aircraft did approach but were driven off by concentrated fire from Stork.

The overcrowded Wolverine headed back to Harstad at speed while Stork remained for a while, picking up a further three hundred men who had taken to the boats, before she also returned to Harstad. Several of those rescued had serious wounds from burns and some later died. The hulk of Chrobry was eventually sunk by Stukas of 3./StG1. Apart from what the rescued soldiers could carry, all equipment was lost, including the three tanks. After a few days of rest, the men of the Irish Guards were eventually taken to Bodø in puffers, arriving safely.
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Chrobry burning. Her starboard side is towards the wind and clear of smoke. (B Bratbak collection)



While on their way back to Bodø on the morning of the 15th, Somali and Foudroyant received communication that Chrobry was under attack in Vestfjorden. Course was set for her position at maximum speed, but they were themselves attacked by six Ju87 Stukas in Trænfjorden just after dawn. A near miss on Somali abreast the A gun caused severe flooding of the fore compartments, including the magazine, through a crack in the ship’s side. Captain Nicholson decided to head for Scapa Flow, ordering Foudroyant to follow.

Brigadier Fraser was transferred to Curlew, which was heading for Scapa Flow at speed, after escorting the two destroyers well offshore. Having refuelled and replenished her ammunition stocks, Curlew returned to Harstad. The wounds that Brigadier Fraser had received at Ankenes some weeks earlier still troubled him and, after the strenuous experiences, including the transfer at sea, he was invalided home by the medical board shortly after arriving back in Harstad. Colonel Gubbins took over command of all British forces in the Bodø area.34

In the afternoon of 17 May, 1,750 men of the reinforced GJR 137 attacked the Scots Guards’ positions at Dalselv, ten kilometres south of Mo. Lieutenant Colonel Trappes-Lomax had a strong position there with 1st Battalion Scots Guards and No. 1 Independent Company, supported by four 25-pounders and strong Norwegian units under the command of the recently appointed Oberstløytnant Roscher Nielsen.35 The Germans, however, in spite of heavy losses, made a series of flanking movements the Norwegian forces could not prevent, threatening the Scots. After heavy fighting through the short night, Gubbins reluctantly accepted Trappes-Lomax’s repeated request for permission to withdraw the next morning through a number of defensive positions towards Saltfjellet. Gubbins reported that unless further reinforcements were made available, he could not be expected to halt the German advance on Bodø. In the evening of the 20th, Mo was taken and the German advance continued. The Norwegian units east and west of the main advance also fell back. A number of the Norwegian soldiers were at this stage worn down and demoralised and so of limited combat value; some units virtually disintegrated.

The rapid and often unco-ordinated withdrawal of units, in spite of repeated agreements between the British and Norwegian commands to support each other, had a very negative effect on the officers and men. On several occasions equipment and ammunition was lost by the Norwegian units when they hastily had to follow a British withdrawal. Other times, the Norwegian flanking units failed to hold the Germans back as promised and the British had to pull back to avoid encirclement. Reinforced by the 3rd Independent Company, brought south from Bodø, and Norwegian ski-units, a renewed attempt was made to halt at Djupvik, just north of the Arctic Circle, where a road bridge made a natural defence line.36 The stance was broken on the 24th, however, by the Gebirgsjägers of GJR 136 under their C-in-C Oberst Nake with the help of a small flight of Stukas coming up from Trondheim. The German advance continued down the valley towards Rognan and Saltdalsfjorden.37

At Pothus, fifteen kilometres from Rognan, the Germans ran into another British-Norwegian defence position built around two bridges. All British forces in the area were now organised in ‘Bodoforce’, under Brigadier Gubbins.38 The German forces were estimated to be four thousand north of Mo, comparable to the Allied forces, but supported by a superior air force giving direct support to the Jägers in addition to reconnaissance and attacks on Allied supply lines and communication.
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The 600-ton steamer Skjærstad was used by the British for transport between Bodø and Rognan. She was heavily damaged by Stukas from I/StG 1 off Rognan on 22 May and finally sunk by He111s from KG 26 on the 24th. (Author’s collection)



The Irish Guards, who eventually had reached Bodø after their perils onboard Chrobry, took the central defence positions at Pothus. They were reinforced by 2nd and 3rd Independent Companies and Norwegian units from IR 16, including mortars and Kaptein Ellinger’s heavy machine guns. The British commanders had finally realised that the mountainsides would have to be covered against flank movements and there had been time enough to build trenches and bunkers and even clear the field of fire when necessary. Pothus was where General Feurstein would be halted.39 Whatever was left of the exhausted Scots Guards passed through the lines and settled in the rear as reserve.

The battle for Pothus was hard and lasted for two full days. The first assault from the Jägers came in the morning of 25 May supported by several aircraft. The defenders stood well and hit back hard, and even if the Irish reeled, mortar and machine-gun fire stopped the Germans. Later in the afternoon, a renewed attack in the eastern mountainside, supported by five He111 bombers, broke through but was eventually halted by a demolished bridge and thrown back by a counter-attack during the night and early morning. The German losses were significant. During the night, German sappers had built a narrow footbridge further up the river and, allowing troops over in single file, the Jägers eventually gained a foothold and started pushing the Irish Guards back on the western side too.

Around 11:30 on the 26th, Brigadier Gubbins gave the order to fall back, but the German fire was by now so intense that the majority of the troops could not move until late in the afternoon. By the early hours of the 27th the Germans were advancing on both sides of the river. Kaptein Ellinger and his machine guns covered the British retreat, preventing serious losses to the Irish Guards.40

Two British Gladiator fighters appeared at this stage, and after chasing the German bombers away started strafing the Jägers, who, for the first time, had to take cover, letting the last of the Irish Guards slip away. Three Gloster Gladiators from 263 Squadron had been sent to Bodø from the newly established airfield at Bardufoss on the 26th. These were flown by Flight Lieutenant Caesar Hull, Pilot Officer Jack Falkson and Lieutenant Tony Lydecker.41 The airfield outside Bodø was hastily improvised using several hundred civilian volunteers assisting Wing Commander Maxton and his ground crew, preparing a runway of wire-netting spread out on top of the sodden grass. One of the fighters got bogged down by the mud and crashed on taking off on the first patrol, but Hull, Falkson and Lydecker shared the two remaining aircraft, flying patrols over Saltdal and Rognan. Wooden boards were laid over the worst of the soft patches, so landing and take-off became relatively safe. Even just two fighters, patrolling in turns over the front, had an immediate value far beyond expectations. After the Gladiators arrived the remaining Heinkels stayed at a respectful distance and the effect on the troops’ morale, besides the direct help through strafing, was immeasurable.42 The next morning, however, heavy German air attacks commenced, some of them directed at the airfield. Lydecker and Hull got off amidst the bombing and at least one Ju87 Stuka was brought down.
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Combined operations. Gebirgsjägers from 3./GJR 138 embarking at Trondheim on a Dornier Do26 flyingboat of the Transozean Staffel to be transported to Narvik. The aircraft, P5+AH (Seeadler), was destroyed by Hurricanes of 46 Squadron on 28 May shortly after landing at Narvik with a load of mountain guns. Note the Luftwaffe Oberleutnant, second from the right on the lower photo, most likely the pilot or copilot; also see photo on page 306. (S Orchard collection)



Hull had to crash-land his Gladiator, having been damaged by a Messerschmitt Bf110 flown by none other than Leutnant Helmut Lent of 1./ZG 76, who had fought Norwegian Gladiators over Oslo some weeks earlier.43 Hull was wounded in the head and one knee and after preliminary treatment at Bodø hospital was evacuated to Britain via Harstad. In June he was awarded the DFC (Distinguished Flying Cross), having been credited with five victories over Norway. Lydecker’s Gladiator was also severely hit, but he managed to nurse it back to Bardufoss, where he crash-landed.44

A Pencil Mark

The cruiser Effingham was the last of the Hawkins-class, launched shortly after WWI, remaining in service. By 1940 she had been heavily modernised – rearmed with nine single-mounted 6-inch guns, four twin 4-inch guns and generous A/A armament – and reclassified as a light cruiser. At the outbreak of war, Effingham was assigned from the reserve to the 12th Cruiser Squadron and served mostly on the northern patrol of the Home Fleet, escorting convoys in the North Atlantic and hunting German raiders. In April 1940, she had just completed a minor refit and was sent north. In the Narvik area, Effingham served as flagship for Lord Cork, both during the bombardment of Narvik on 24 April and during the landings at Bjerkvik on 13 May. Air attacks had been frequent and many, but damage only superficial.

When Wolverine and Stork returned to Harstad with the Irish Guards rescued from Chrobry, Auchinleck decided to send the South Wales Borderers to Bodø instead, as soon as they could be withdrawn from Ankenes. Hence, in the early hours of 17 May, Effingham left Harstad for Bodø, having embarked the Borderers and the headquarters of the 24th Guards Brigade. French Chasseurs were also onboard as well as ten Bren-gun carriers, a couple of field ambulances and around 130 tons of stores and ammunition. In all, some 1,020 troops were onboard and conditions were very cramped. Captain Howson knew little of where he was asked to take his ship, other than it was a narrow, shallow harbour with a large tidal range and he was not happy. The A/A cruisers Coventry and Cairo made up the escort, together with the destroyers Matabele and Echo. Rear Admiral Vivian, flying his flag from Coventry, was in charge of the operation. Echo had arrived in Harstad only a few hours before the departure and Commander Spurgeon had not participated in the briefing so he knew little of what was going on or the tactical dispositions other than what he received by signal. He did not even know that Effingham was carrying troops until after departure from Harstad.45 To avoid the fate of Chrobry, it was decided to pass west of the Lofoten Islands at maximum speed, avoiding the usual routes, and disembark at Bodø during the short period of darkness.
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The British cruiser Effingham. (R Perkins)
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Effingham at Harstad, just prior to leaving for Bodø. Note the Bren-gun carriers stored on deck. (Imperial War Museum N249)



Nearing Bodø, it was suggested by Captain Howson that they went inshore north of Bliksvær Island to avoid any stalking U-boats along the normal route, should the Germans be aware they were coming. Howson was constantly concerned over security breaches and information being passed to the Germans through Norwegian ‘Quislings’ and wished to be unpredictable.46 Not willing to take any Norwegian pilot or liaison officer with local knowledge onboard, Captain Howson and his navigation officer, Lieutenant Michael Blake, put their trust in an English copy of the Norwegian Pilot Guide Book (Den Norske Los) and a Norwegian 1:50,000 chart of the area, considered superior to the equivalent Admiralty chart. Admiral Vivian on Coventry did not have the Norwegian chart but trusted Howson and Blake to find the way. Unfamiliar with the Norwegian charts, though, Lieutenant Blake pencilled in his course-line and used a convenient cross as a marker, believing it to be part of the reference grid. It was not. Had he checked the list of symbols properly, he would have seen that the small cross represented a shoal or shallow that might become awash at low tide and that he now had set his course straight onto it.47

Approaching the channel north of Bliksvær Island at over twenty knots, Matabele was in the van five hundred metres ahead of Effingham and slightly to port while Echo was three hundred metres to starboard, roughly level with Matabele. Coventry followed, with Cairo behind. Effingham was the guide ship and steered the fleet using signal flags raised up and down her mast at the appropriate times. This meant that the destroyers were steered from the bridge of Effingham a cable behind and would have to concentrate on keeping station on her and each other as well as obeying her signals, while running down an unfamiliar narrow channel at speed, with several course changes within the space of a few minutes. Captain Howson admitted this procedure to be ‘perhaps somewhat unorthodox’, but held that it had ‘no effect on her subsequent grounding and is therefore not material to the issue’. That may be a debatable statement.

Commander Spurgeon of Echo was very uncomfortable with the arrangement and discussed the lack of flexibility with his navigator, Lieutenant Warrington-Strong. The Faksen shoal was recognised onboard Echo, where Warrington-Strong used the small-scale Admiralty chart. Foreseeing a course change away from the danger, Spurgeon reduced speed, commencing a turn to starboard. He promptly received a signal from Effingham to take up the ‘appointed station’ again – an order that caused great concern on the bridge of the destroyer as Commander Spurgeon and his pilot considered this ‘a very hazardous route, especially at high speed in the vicinity of one charted submerged rock’. Spurgeon compromised by staying in what he considered safer waters while setting a course that would, eventually, regain station on Matabele.

At 19:44, a course change to 097° was signalled from Effingham and Matabele obediently turned south when the ‘alter course’ signal was hauled down.48 Very shortly after, however, the destroyer suddenly lurched and her masts and yards waved, after which she swung to starboard and reduced speed. Effingham was about to follow the turn to 097° but, seeing what happened, Captain Howson ordered full starboard rudder, intending to cut inside Matabele. It was too late – with a great puff of smoke from her funnels, the cruiser grounded heavily onto Faksen ten miles north-west of Bodø at 19:48.49

Climbing high on the shoal, Effingham tilted hard to port but she slid over the rock and eventually righted herself, having created total chaos onboard. Due to the high speed, Effingham was ripped open along a significant length of her hull. Engine and boiler rooms started to fill rapidly, taking out the steam and electrical power. While the power was fading, Captain Howson continued on a starboard wheel and slid his crippled ship towards shallow water between Faksen and Bliksvær Island. The flooding spread uncontrollably from the engine compartments, in spite of water-tight doors being closed and bulkheads shored up. The cruiser started to sink, slowly and on an even keel for the moment. Effingham’s engines could not be restarted and an evacuation of the ship would be necessary. Admiral Vivian ordered Cairo to continue towards Bodø to have all available vessels there sent to the rescue.

Echo came alongside Effingham’s starboard bow and, after securing lines, attempted to take her under tow. The cables parted due to the movement of the cruiser in the swell and Echo went alongside again, starting to take soldiers and sailors off while the sinking cruiser was drifting further into the shallows, eventually settling in some five fathoms of water.50 Echo shuttled soldiers and sailors across to Coventry while radios, HF/DF sets and other sensitive equipment was wrecked and vital parts removed. Codebooks, signal logs and other secret papers were either burned or packed in steel chests and transferred to Echo.51 A small number of men were taken onboard Matabele in whalers. At 22:10, the evacuation was largely concluded except for one watch (about two hundred men); Captain Howson left his dead ship to report to Rear Admiral Vivian in Coventry. Demolition charges and explosive devices in the torpedo flat could not be activated as the detonators were all submerged and it was not possible to tow the wreck to deeper waters and sink her. After reporting, Captain Howson was sent back to the wreck with Echo to salvage as much equipment as possible, including the army material stored on deck, and to see if it would be possible to tow his ship into deep water before she sank. Several Norwegian ‘puffers’ had come from Bodø and the remaining crew started to unload as much as possible of the army equipment onto them. Four of the Bren-gun carriers were retrieved and eventually landed in Bodø, together with a large amount of other stores.52

Admiral Vivian feared air attack during the morning and ordered the cruisers and Matabele to leave at 23:05, heading back to Harstad.53 Matabele had lost her port propeller when touching the ground just before Effingham, but remained seaworthy in spite of taking on some water.54 Thanks to the absence of German aircraft, except for a lone Heinkel that was scared away by Skuas from Ark Royal, there were no casualties on any of the ships. At 03:45 Echo left the now abandoned wreck. Underway, however, Howson had time to think and, realising that the guns of the cruiser could still be salvaged, ordered the destroyer back. Eventually, after making sure that all ready-use ammunition above the flooded areas was thrown over the side and guns rendered useless by removing locks and strikers, the captain was satisfied that his ship was fully wrecked. To be absolutely certain, two torpedoes were sent into the wreck before Echo finally left the scene at 09:00.55

The army soldiers, hanging on to their small arms but little else, arrived back in Harstad the next morning, where no one seemed to know what to do with them. A frantic search for supplies and equipment produced most necessary basics, but heavy weapons and vehicles were in short supply and could not be replaced. Eventually the soldiers of the Irish Guards and the South Wales Borderers were sent without further incident to the area south of Bodø in destroyers and puffers. They arrived in batches between the 20th and the 25th and deployed to reinforce the Norwegians at Finneid about fifty kilometres south of Bodø.

The crew of Effingham was taken back to Britain in grand comfort onboard Sobieski.56
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The ghost-like appearance of Effingham, capsized off the Faksen shoal. (E Skjold collection)



The Loss of Bodø

Bodø was a sizeable town even in 1940, with 6,250 inhabitants. Besides Narvik, Harstad and Tromsø, it was the largest town north of Trondheim. Substantial wharf areas and a concrete steamship quay provided for a convenient naval base with ample unloading facilities and accommodation for supplies and troops. Bodø had at first been ignored during the war but after a while Norwegian troops started to use the town as a base for mobilisation, and towards the end of April the first British troops arrived.57 By this time, about half of the civilian population had moved out of the town for fear of bombing attacks.

Bodø harbour was used as a base for British seaplanes scouting for the fleet throughout the Norwegian campaign. Through lack of proper communication and co-ordination with Norwegian officers, however, the British command was not aware that there was a small airstrip just outside Bodø. Hence, the Air Ministry, towards the end of April, ordered a search for possible sites that could be developed in the vicinity of Bodø, Mosjøen, and Mo, in that order of priority.

To facilitate the search, two flyingboats, named Cabot and Caribou, were chartered from Imperial Airways and flown to Harstad on 4 and 5 May respectively; both machines continued on to Bodø on the 5th. The large machines attracted the attention of German reconnaissance aircraft, however, and within hours of their arrival in Bodø, Caribou was on fire and Cabot damaged beyond flying. The next day, the German bombers came back and Cabot was also set on fire, while a Norwegian floatplane and an auxiliary were machine-gunned, killing one man.58

To support Gubbins’s force in the Bodø region, Lieutenant Commanders Fell and Nicholls had arrived from Britain on 24 May with a small force of armed trawlers. These proved too old and unsuitable for the task at hand and were quickly replaced by a dozen puffers, known as ‘Gubbins’s Flotilla’.59 Some of the Norwegian puffer crews were reluctant to risk their vessels and lives, having already served for weeks in the Harstad area under severe air attacks. Some fled and a few sabotaged the engines of their vessels. Other local puffers were found, though, and two days later, they started to take the first of the exhausted soldiers of the Scots Guards from Rognan to Bodø. The Germans were hard on the heels of the British rearguard and the situation was critical. Lieutenant Commander Fell wrote:


By 02:00, most of the transport lorries had been destroyed, Bofors guns embarked in the puffers … Only my puffer, a loaded ferry and a small demolition party remained. Sniping was beginning. At a given signal fuses of three large demolitions were fired and my puffer moved off. The ferry failed to start. A sapper managed to cut the fuse to the ferry landing stage, thus saving the crowded ferry. The other demolitions took place covering my puffer and the ferry with debris. The ferry caught fire but had by now drifted about 20 yards from its pier and grounded. With some difficulty we got alongside and started to tow ferry clear. Observed three men wading out from shore towards us. Midshipman Fletcher and a subaltern volunteered to man the dinghy and rescued all three. Proceeded to Fineid and disembarked all troops and vehicles.60
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The wreckage of the Short S30 flyingboat Cabot near Bodø. (Author’s collection)



On 25 May a destroyer from Harstad, carrying the last company of South Wales Borderers southwards, also brought a staff officer from Lord Cork to discuss plans with Brigadier Gubbins. He had already been warned by telephone of the government’s decision to evacuate north Norway and had this confirmed by the messenger. The next day, Gubbins ordered a withdrawal from the positions at Pothus. From there, the Norwegian and British troops fell back towards Rognan at the head of Saltdalsfjorden. After that, the last natural defence line before Bodø was at Fauske and Finneid, where Skjerstadfjorden – a chain of lakes and an arm of the Svartisen Glacier – bars the way.
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The temporary grave of nine British soldiers who did not come home from Helgeland. (Author’s collection)



Brigadier Gubbins’s plan was to transfer the Scots Guards, who were badly affected by the long retreat and had made up the reserve at Pothus, from Rognan to Hopen, fifteen kilometres east of Bodø. The South Wales Borderers, eventually arriving from Harstad after having been brought back from the Effingham episode, would be deployed even closer to the town, thus creating a series of positions through which the rest of the Bodoforce at Finneid could pass on their way to embarkation. It was planned that the last units of the force should leave Bodø between 29 May and 1 June.

Following this plan, the British soldiers moved back from the Finneid line shortly after they were in place, without any direct German threat to the positions. Oberstløytnant Roscher Nielsen and his Chief of Staff Kaptein Dahl were horrified. Having succeeded in transferring a Norwegian battalion from Bardufoss, they believed a proper stand could finally be made and the German advance halted. To their great annoyance, however, when arriving at Fauske among the last evacuees from Rognan, they found that Brigadier Gubbins had done virtually nothing to prepare the defence of the Bodø peninsula.61 The Norwegians were not strong enough to hold the Finneid line alone and were, under bitter protests, obliged to follow the British troops back towards Bodø. The Germans discovered the retreat during the night and launched some probing attacks. Almost immediately Gubbins decided to withdraw further towards Bodø and the sea without notifying the Norwegians. Roscher Nielsen found this completely pointless and the British C-in-C’s evasive explanations to his angry questions – when he finally reached him on the telephone – only alarmed him further.

Eventually, the Norwegian divisional headquarters informed Roscher Nielsen of the British decision to evacuate Bodø. This explained what had happened at Finneid, but the larger scheme of withdrawal was still unknown to the Norwegians, and the evacuation from Bodø seemed irrational as it increased the threat to Narvik. After an extensive discussion, Roscher Nielsen received a promise from Gubbins that the final British evacuation from Bodø would not take place for another three days so that the Norwegian troops also could be pulled back in good order and an evacuation of them from Røsvik to the Lofoten Islands could be organised. This evacuation was very successful as nearly two hundred puffers answered the appeal to come to the assistance of their soldiers and dense fog concealed the operation from the Luftwaffe.62

The remainder of the Irish Guards and the Independent Companies left the Fauske region in the morning of 29 May, passing through the Scots Guards as planned. The Scots themselves followed the next day into Bodø proper, and, blowing the bridge at Hopen behind them, closed the access to the German pursuers. The main threat to the evacuation thus came from the air. The Gladiators had been very effective as long as they lasted, but when they had been lost the situation returned quickly to one of full German air superiority.

Bodø had been bombed on several occasions – at first only military targets, but on 20 May the town itself was bombed and the ensuing fires destroyed several houses. In the following days, the Luftwaffe dropped bombs over Bodø on several occasions. There was no systematic bombing, though, and the damage was limited. Still, a large number of the civilians that had remained in Bodø, ‘keeping the wheels turning, now evacuated and only an estimated 1,500 people were eventually left.
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Bodø burning in the afternoon of 27 May 1940. (Norsk Luftfartsmuseeum)



In the afternoon of the 27th, the bombers arrived in force. Some thirty-five to forty He111s and Stukas came in waves, systematically attacking the centre of the town for about two hours, dropping HE and incendiary bombs from low height. Bursting water mains made fire-fighting virtually impossible. The few remaining A/A guns were all put out of action, and the runway of the airfield was wrecked beyond repair. Bodø town was transformed into an empty blazing wilderness. In all, 420 houses were totally destroyed and most of the others were damaged. Thirteen civilians and two British soldiers were killed. On the 29th, the Luftwaffe considered the job done and turned on Harstad and Narvik.

Lieutenant Commander Fell watched the bombing from a hill midway between the hospital and the airfield:


About 18:00 a large number of aircraft arrived over Bodø and began a systematic destruction of first the aerodrome, second the hospital and third the stone-built business and commercial portion of the town … As the patients were carried out of the hospital, they were ruthlessly machine-gunned. The fire engines (2) who tried to approach were machine-gunned and disabled. Very shortly the whole town was covered in a dense pall of smoke and was completely destroyed with the exception of three buildings situated at the North and East ends of the quay.63



The hospital was well marked, but still became a target, shocking people of the region beyond belief. The fish quay was also set alight but was saved by the frantic efforts of some soldiers nearby. Hence, the embarkation could commence as soon as the bombers disappeared. Most of Fell’s puffers had been destroyed or dispersed but once again he managed to assemble a fleet of local vessels and started a chain of transport from Hopen towards Bodø, for men and materiel to be evacuated. Two puffers were sunk by the returning aircraft and a third lost in an explosion. Fell commented laconically in his report that the Norwegian crews of the remaining vessels became ‘unmanageable’ and one must assume there was some use of guns to persuade them to stay and operate their vessels.64

Meanwhile, the Admiralty informed Lord Cork that ‘aircraft carriers and four fast liners will arrive Bodø area on 2nd June for evacuation of garrison’, adding, ‘it appears undesirable to attempt embarking Bodø garrison without fighter protection from carriers.’65 Lord Cork felt his soldiers were in a dangerous situation, however, and ordered some of his remaining destroyers into Bodø on 29 May, rather than wait for the convoy. The first night, about a thousand men, largely from the independent companies, were transhipped by two destroyers to Vindictive, which headed for Scapa Flow. The two following nights the remainder of the men were embarked on Fame, Firedrake, Beagle, Arrow, Delight, Havelock, Vanoc and Echo. Some were taken to Harstad, while others were landed at Borkenes to await the final evacuation. As much as possible of the stores was taken away, but heavy equipment such as four 25-pounder guns, A/A guns and the three Bren carriers salvaged from Effingham, had to be destroyed. Echo was the last British destroyer to leave Bodø in the early hours of 31 May. Brigadier Gubbins insisted on being the last British soldier to leave and by the time fire from the approaching Germans could be heard, he was ushered onto the afterdeck of Echo by her first officer, Lieutenant Tibbits.

The passenger steamer Ranen, under the command of Commander Geoffrey Congreve, was eventually the last vessel to leave Bodø in the company of the remaining puffers of Fell’s flotilla.66 A destroyer was sent to cover the withdrawal of the Norwegian troops further north on the night of 1/2 June but by the time it arrived, this evacuation had been concluded.67

The first Gebirgsjägers moved carefully into the ruins of Bodø on 1 June. They had advanced seven hundred kilometres from Grong in twenty-eight days, but there was no respite. Dietl and his men were still holding out but under continuously increasing pressure, and the last 150 kilometres to Narvik still remained. It was necessary to regroup and assemble units spread over a large area – not least to ascertain proper supply lines to the south before the final push northwards. Air supplies were critical and on days when the weather prevented the aircraft operating, matters became critical. Sea transport from Trondheim eventually became a must, in spite of the risk.68

On 22 May, General Feurstein ordered Oberstleutnant Ritter von Hengl, senior officer of 137th Gebirgsjägerregiment, to plan and execute a relief operation over land, codenamed ‘Büffel’.69 In 1940 there was no road between Bodø and Narvik and the march would be extremely challenging across the mountains with only limited supplies. Von Hengl was given a free hand to pick those of his soldiers he considered fit for the task and the vanguard set off on 2 June from the head of Leirfjorden after a brief reconnaissance from the air. They were immediately met by deep, thawing snow, rain and wind. Skis and sledges could rarely be used and, apart from what was dropped from the air ahead of the advance, every piece of equipment had to be carried. No enemy was encountered, but the march of the Büffels is still remembered as one of the greatest feats of the Gebirgsjägers in Norway. But it was all in vain. By the time the spearhead of the Büffel Jägers arrived at Bjørnfjell, after a gruelling 150-kilometre hike, it was all over anyway.
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Well done! General von Falkenhorst decorating soldiers at Mosjøen station, as far north as he could travel by railway at the time. The 185 kilometres of railway line from Grong was not yet officially open, but the tracks were largely in place and the stations had been built. The date is around 10 June and von Falkenhorst is on his way to Narvik to celebrate with Dietl. (Author’s collection)







— 12 —

Withdrawal

Required for Defence

THE SITUATION IN NORWAY was at best unclear towards the end of May, when the German armoured columns pushed into France and the prospect of a fallen Paris and an evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force loomed, forcing a total reassessment of the strategic picture. All British forces were needed back home and a secondary theatre of operations had become a liability, which could affect the Allied ability to defend France and eventually the British Isles. On 16 May, just after his arrival, General Auchinleck submitted a memorandum, requested by the Chiefs of Staff, regarding the requirements for sustaining a foothold in Norway. He argued that a proper defence of a recaptured Narvik depended on Bodø being under Allied control, whereas the main base and headquarters should be moved to Tromsø, where the Norwegian government and main military command was already established. To secure a firm hold of northern Norway, a minimum of four cruisers and six destroyers for naval defence, and a military force based on seventeen infantry battalions, two hundred anti-aircraft guns (eight light batteries and thirteen heavy), seven batteries of field artillery and howitzers, some armoured troops and four RAF squadrons were needed. This was hardly available, considering the situation in France, and after a few days of communication with the Chiefs of Staff, Auchinleck concluded:


The inevitability of the evacuation of Northern Norway in the circumstances envisaged … is, in my opinion, entirely dependent on the enemy’s will to avail himself of his undoubted ability to attack. Should he attack I cannot, with the reduced forces suggested by you, hold myself responsible for the safety of this Force, nor will I pretend that there is any reasonable certainty of my being able to achieve the object given to me in my Instructions. If, in spite of this, larger considerations lead His Majesty’s Government to decide that Northern Norway must continue to be held with the diminished resources laid down by them, I cannot answer for the consequences, but you may rest assured that every effort will be made to do what is possible with the resources at my disposal.1



On 20 May the Admiralty sent a lengthy telegram to Mr Lascelles, the British viceconsul in Tromsø, instructing him to advise the Norwegian government against any consideration of a neutral zone in Finnmark and to assure them that:


His Majesty’s Government are as determined as before to press forward vigorously with the campaign in Norway with the immediate objective of capturing Narvik and establishing a secure cover behind which Norwegian Government may function safely. From the larger view-point of the strategy of the war … the Norwegian Government who are now allied to us … [the] campaign in Norway is of the greatest importance since it contains largely superior German forces away from the main field where final decision will be reached. Norway is by no means a side show but a vital element in Allied strategy.2



Also on 20 May, Churchill told the War Cabinet that he had dispatched a telegram to Lord Cork ‘urging energetic action to clear up the situation [in Narvik] and asking what was delaying matters’.3 Later on the same day, however, in an evening meeting of the Defence Committee, Churchill for the first time argued for a withdrawal from Norway. Coming from him, the man who had been the instigator and promoter of aggressive action at Narvik since Germany invaded Poland, the effect must have been remarkable.

The expedition in Norway was tying down a large number of ships, men and supplies, and would need a steady flow of more to meet the attrition through terrain, climate and combat. Churchill was worried that ‘… more destroyers will be needed in the South very soon …’4 The price of maintaining an Allied expeditionary corps in northern Norway escalated almost daily. The Luftwaffe seemed to be able to increase the pressure on the Allied forces in Norway, both at sea and on land, in spite of the ongoing battle for France.5 Any hope of Stockholm accepting a limited Allied operation against the ore fields in Sweden was long gone. Quite to the contrary it appeared that the Germans had succeeded in enforcing the transit of their troops through Sweden towards Narvik.6

The Chiefs of Staff responded three days later and agreed with the prime minister, concluding that Narvik should be abandoned subsequent to its capture and the destruction of the ore-loading facilities. On 23 May, in the midst of news of German tanks pressing towards Boulogne, Calais and Dunkirk, the War Cabinet decided in principle to prepare a withdrawal from Narvik and Norway.7 Next day, the Defence Committee unanimously assessed the threat of an invasion of the United Kingdom to be real, and the First Sea Lord’s secretary was instructed to issue a signal, that same evening, ordering the preparations for an evacuation to commence.8 The War Cabinet confirmed the order the next day, and it was formally endorsed by the Supreme War Council in its meeting on 31 May.9
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The population of Narvik are looking bewildered at French legionnaires marching towards the harbour to be shipped out on 8 June – a week after they fought their way in. (Author’s collection)



Lord Cork, who had just been to Tromsø to meet with Dormer, King Haakon, Prime Minister Nygaardsvold and General Ruge to discuss more drastic military control over civilian resources, received the following signal, however, from the CoS already on the night of 24/25 May:


His Majesty’s Government has decided your forces are to evacuate Northern Norway at earliest moment. Reason for this is that the troops, ships, guns and certain equipment are urgently required for defence of United Kingdom. We understand, from military point of view, evacuation operations will be facilitated if enemy forces are largely destroyed or captured. Moreover, destruction of railways and Narvik port facilities make its capture highly desirable. Nevertheless, speed of evacuation, once begun, should be of primary consideration in order to limit duration maximum naval efforts. Two officers will be sent at once from United Kingdom to concert evacuation plans with you and General Auchinleck. Evacuation of all equipment, vehicles and stores will clearly take too long: following are required to be evacuated in order of importance from point of view of defence of United Kingdom, (a) personnel, (b) light A/A guns and ammunition, (c) 25-pounders, (d) heavy A/A guns and ammunition. Tactical conditions must rule; but, so far as they permit, plan should be framed accordingly. Norwegian Government have not, repeat not, yet been informed and greatest secrecy should be observed.10



The last sentence created another huge challenge to the already strained relationship between the higher Norwegian military and civilian authorities and their British and French counterparts. The understandable need for secrecy was given precedence over the obligation to allow Norwegian influence in its own matters. It was decided not to permit anything to be disclosed to Norwegian authorities before 1 June.

The decision to evacuate was challenged several times in the Cabinet during the following days but it stood firm. The concept of leaving troops behind to conduct some kind of guerrilla warfare was considered but abandoned. Further resistance would have to be waged by the Norwegians alone, even though a request from General Ruge on 1 June for twenty thousand rifles was not responded to.11

The morning after receiving the order to withdraw, Lord Cork met with General Auchinleck to discuss the issue. Both agreed that the risk to the operation made secrecy fundamental and information would have to be on a strict ‘need to know’ basis. Général Béthouart was informed on the 26th and in spite of his obvious wish to return with his troops to a France in dire peril, said he could not leave the Norwegians, with whom his soldiers were fighting side by side. Besides, starting an evacuation with the Germans still in Narvik, from where they could observe and understand what was happening, would be perilous. He insisted on proceeding with the plans to capture the town as soon as possible. This would both conceal the preparations for the evacuation and give the Norwegians a better foothold from where to continue alone. His arguments, which were in line with the instructions from London, were accepted and a recapture of Narvik was agreed.12

Not breaking the news to the Norwegians became a very contentious issue indeed. Lord Cork and General Auchinleck had been negotiating with the Norwegians for some time regarding the establishment of a new base at Tromsø. In addition, Major Lindbäck-Larsen, General Fleischer’s Chief of Staff, was discussing with the Allied command in Harstad the final operations against the Germans at Bjørnfjell as well as reinforcements to Bodø. No hint was given that these discussions were completely bogus.13 Instead, a number of the departure activities at Harstad and other places were disguised as preparations for a move to Tromsø. Eventually, after advice from the Foreign Office, it was decided that Minister Dormer should inform the Norwegian government about what was really going on.14 Lord Cork sent a Walrus flyingboat to Tromsø to bring Dormer to Harstad on the morning of 1 June, informing him of the decisions taken and the events already in progress. The minister was presented with a copy of a signal from the Admiralty:


H.M. Government and French Government have reviewed general position in light of recent events in Belgium and Northern France. Owing to additional strain on their resources and the necessity to defend Great Britain as well as France from invasion it is not, repeat not, possible for allies to supply sufficient defence against German attack, particularly air attack, on Northern Norway … Restoration of Norwegian independence depends upon capacity of British Empire and France to resist present attack on them … Allied Governments are accordingly obliged to make arrangements for early withdrawal of forces from Norway and will be prepared in doing so to bring away the King of Norway, Norwegian Government and as many troops as may wish to come to the United Kingdom and continue the fight with the allies on other battlefields. In view of Norwegian Government’s reaction to evacuation of Bodø it seems essential that this communication should be made at once if there is to be any hope of making terms with Germans. Risk of increasing danger to allied troops during evacuation cannot be held conclusively, since Norwegians already suspect our intentions and in any case this must become obvious in a day or so.15



Returning to Tromsø that same afternoon, Dormer immediately asked to meet Defence Minister Ljungberg, with whom he had developed a good relationship, to break the news to him. Ljungberg wanted Koht present too and, as soon as he had arrived, Dormer informed the two ministers that the Allies had decided, after a thorough consideration of the circumstances, to evacuate.

The so-called ‘Mowinckel plan’, developed by Norwegian officials in Stockholm, whereby the Germans would refrain from attacking northern Norway if the Allies withdrew and Swedish forces covered the demarcation line (including Narvik) was seen as an interesting option, Dormer said, as long as it did not reveal the intentions of the Allied evacuation to the Germans. He advised Koht to seek the Swedish, and if possible German, view on the proposal as soon as possible.

On the morning of 2 June, Dormer met with King Haakon to inform him in person of the evacuation, after which he also saw the government.

On the 3rd, Koht flew to Luleå to meet with Swedish Foreign Minister Günther, who accepted the ‘Mowinckel plan’ in principle and agreed to ask his government to forward the proposal to Berlin. Nothing more was ever heard about the proposal, however.16

Generals Ruge and Fleischer were called to a meeting with the government in Tromsø on the 3rd. They had both been informed of the evacuation the day before and now learned that King Haakon, Crown Prince Olav and the government would go to Britain and continue the battle for Norway from there. Vice Admiral Cunningham of Devonshire, who had returned to Tromsø in the second half of May, was informed of the evacuation on the same day and instructed to be prepared to embark the king, his government and any other diplomat, official or military personnel wishing to go to Britain, as well as the remains of the Allied advance party that had been sent in connection with the base project. During 2 June, Cunningham discussed the arrangement of the evacuation with Dormer. It was agreed that the 6th or 7th were the most likely dates and that King Haakon and Prince Olav were to be given priority over all others. To avoid attracting attention to Tromsø harbour, it was also agreed that Devonshire should leave for a while, pending the development of events. During the 3rd, fourteen officers and 150 personnel of other ranks not needed ashore were embarked and the cruiser departed on a northerly course at 17:30.17

The news of the Allied withdrawal spread like wildfire in the Norwegian ranks and created an intense feeling of bitterness and disillusionment – a large number of the soldiers and field officers felt downright betrayed. Among the higher echelons, however, there was a better understanding of the overall strategic situation and once it was realised that the decision was irreversible, invaluable support was given to facilitate the withdrawal. Letters were exchanged between Lord Cork and Commanding Admiral Diesen, who agreed to send as many as possible of the operational Norwegian ships, submarines and aircraft to Britain and destroy the rest.18

Operation Alphabet

Lord Cork had his staff draw up plans to take the Allied troops out of Harstad, Narvik and Tromsø in two waves, for which he would need additional ships from Britain. The evacuation would be initiated during the early days of June, and the troops would, it was feared, have to depart under superior German air power, should the Germans realise what was going on. The experiences from Namsos and Åndalsnes were still vivid and it was hoped that a similar situation could be avoided. Hence, it would be essential that the fighters at Bardufoss remained operational as long as possible, even if this meant they could not be retrieved. The evacuation of twenty-five thousand troops of several nationalities from numerous places in the region would require good planning, favourable weather and more than a shade of good luck to succeed. By this time the nights had been reduced to a few hours of shady twilight. There was usually a period of rest from the air attacks during those hours, though, and it was planned to cram as much activity into that period, while giving an air of normality during the days, for as long as possible. Likewise, all movements of ships and troops were to be disguised as movements to other ports in the area, such as Bodø, Tromsø and Kirkenes.
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Captured German airmen and Jägers waiting to be shipped to Britain and onwards to Canada. Note the second man on the left: he is the same Oberleutnant as in the photo on page 291, ie. one of the pilots of the Do26 Seeadler. (Imperial War Museum N231)
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The British cruiser Southampton. (Author’s collection)



Lord Cork had at his disposal one heavy cruiser (Southampton), one anti-aircraft cruiser (Coventry) and about ten destroyers. He asked for an additional five destroyers, but the Admiralty could only spare him three. Admiral Forbes added that cover groups and anti-submarine escort would be sent to meet the convoys as best he could manage. Ships sailing independently or in smaller groups would have to look after themselves.

The first to leave the area was a convoy of ships that had already been in Norway, organised during the end of May. Troops and armour, including the surviving French tanks, anti-tank guns and A/A batteries, were loaded as discretely as possible and returned to Britain, escorted by trawlers.

The first night of evacuation was 3/4 June and over five consecutive nights it continued according to plan. Air cover was provided by the RAF from Bardufoss and the FAA from the carriers offshore. Weather stayed poor during the five days, luckily, and German aircraft largely stayed away. On the 7th, Stork and Veteran were attacked in Ofotfjorden but nothing unusual was recognised by the aircraft and no further incidents occurred. Due to the unexpectedly quiet conditions, the soldiers embarked, with their small arms and as much equipment as could be carried, on Norwegian puffers or destroyers. They were taken, along with fifty captured German airmen, to the troopships offshore.19

Germans had been reported at Solfolla on the north shore of Vestfjorden in the early days of June. To prevent any threat to the evacuation, Commander Congreve on Ranen and the trawler Northern Gem were sent to destroy the oil tanks there during the night of 7 June. This concluded a most successful operation for Ranen, which had started south of Bodø several weeks earlier.20

The next day, the three serviceable Walrus of 701 Squadron, reinforced by another Walrus from Southampton and one from Effingham, each armed with eight 10-kg bombs, carried out a spirited bombing attack on German troops sighted at Solfolla; two Hurricanes of 46 Squadron provided escort. Commander Congreve joined the attack as a passenger in Lieutenant Bracken’s aircraft, providing local knowledge from the previous day. Considering that the bombs dropped were very small, the effects on the German troops’ morale at Solfolla was probably greater than the actual damage. For the Walrus pilots, though, usually at the receiving end of an attack, the offensive action was a boost.21

The mobile naval base ship Mashobra – which had been bombed on 25 May and beached – was blown up; the seven-thousand-ton oiler, Oleander, badly damaged by a near miss on the 26th, was sunk; disabled trawlers were destroyed; harbour defence booms and nets were sunk and all traces removed. An attempt was made to tow the LCAs, but finally they and the LCMs were scuttled.

Ark Royal and Glorious left Scapa Flow early in the morning of 31 May, heading north, screened by Ardent, Acasta, Acheron, Highlander and Diana. Ark Royal had a full complement of Skuas onboard to patrol the embarkation ports and provide cover for the convoys at sea. Glorious had aircraft only for her own protection (Sea-Gladiators of 802 Squadron and six Swordfish of 823 Squadron) in order to re-embark the RAF aircraft at Bardufoss if possible. By 2 June, the carriers were off the Norwegian coast. Ardent and Acasta were detached to Harstad to refuel, while Glorious and Highlander were sent north-west to be out of harm’s way and conserve fuel. Poor weather prevented much flying from Ark Royal though and on the 5th, Glorious rejoined the flag so that Highlander could refuel at Harstad.
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The mobile naval base ship Mashobra – damaged by a bomb and beached at Gangås across the fjord from Harstad on 25 May – could not be retrieved and was blown up to prevent her from falling into German hands. (Author’s collection)
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Topside of the carrier Glorious, showing her large, cruciform aircraft lifts, capable of handling the Hurricanes. (Author’s collection)



In the early hours of 6 June, four Swordfish of Glorious’s 823 Squadron took off, escorted by three Skuas, to bomb what was believed to be Dietl’s headquarters at Hundalen. Low clouds made them turn back, though, and when Highlander rejoined from Harstad later in the morning, Glorious was once again detached to the north-west. Meanwhile, Ark Royal’s aircraft continued to stage offensive operations on German troops and communications in the mountains east of Narvik and in the Bodø region, as far as weather permitted.

On 5 June, Squadron Leader Cross of 46 Squadron flew offshore to Glorious in a Walrus to discuss the fate of his Hurricanes. Cross had received orders to keep his aircraft in action to the last, and then arrange for their destruction, but believed it would be possible to land on the carrier if conditions were favourable.22 He suggested giving it a try and Group Captain Moore and Captain D’Oyly-Hughes agreed, in spite of the fact there was no arrester gear and that none of the pilots had ever landed on a ship’s deck before. It had not been envisaged that Hurricanes would fly back to Glorious, but tests on the runway at Bardufoss with a seven-kilogramme sandbag in the tail had demonstrated that, even with full brakes on, the tail of the Hurricane remained on the ground. Fighters were badly needed in Britain, and for Cross it was an obvious choice to fly the Hurricanes onto Glorious rather than destroy them.23

The ten Gladiators of 263 Squadron were flown onto Glorious, which had rejoined the flag off Andenes, without problems during the early afternoon of 7 June, guided by four Swordfish aircraft. As there were more pilots than aircraft, the surplus pilots, together with the majority of the ground crew, had been taken onboard the liner Arandora Star the day before.

The Hurricanes of 46 Squadron continued to fly patrols well into the evening of the 7th. Squadron Leader Cross chose his nine most experienced pilots to fly the Hurricanes onto the carrier. The rest would have to join the ground crew and hitch a lift home. A Swordfish arrived at Bardufoss around 18:00 with permission for three Hurricanes to attempt a landing aboard the Glorious. Two sandbags were secured in the tail of each Hurricane and Flight Lieutenant Jameson, Flying Officer Knight and Sergeant Taylor were sent out to give it a try.24 Glorious had worked up to full speed for the occasion – doing twenty-nine to thirty knots into the wind. A general-purpose aircraft W/T set had been rigged on the compass platform to enable the RAF Wing Commander onboard to give the pilots advice and information when landing. Sergeant Taylor came in first and made a perfect, almost casual landing. The two others followed with reasonable ease and it was decided to give the green light for the rest as well. In the meantime, Ark Royal recovered the five remaining Walrus of 701 Squadron from Harstad.

Squadron Leader Cross took the remaining Hurricanes out to sea and, as with the first three, the other fighters landed on the carrier without major problems – contrary to what the test pilots at Farnborough had said would be possible. Three tail-wheel struts were damaged, but they were repaired the same day. There was no question of the Hurricanes flying off again and they were rapidly stored below deck. Group Captain Moore arrived in a Walrus, but continued on to Ark Royal after a brief conference with Cross and D’Oyly-Hughes. Shortly after 02:00 in the morning of 8 June, all aircraft were secured. Glorious was never to fly another aircraft off its deck.25

After the Hurricanes had left Bardufoss, the grass field was made temporarily unserviceable by exploding over 120 demolition charges, making large craters, which would take some time to fill. Wing Commander Atcherley and the RAF ground crews also left, and would eventually be among some of the last British servicemen to be shipped out of Norway.

In all, fifteen troopships and eight transports arrived off Harstad for the first phase of Operation Alphabet – which the evacuation would be known as – singly or in small groups, partly with escort but mostly without. These ships assembled at pre-determined rendezvous points about 180 miles offshore before closing the coast, two at a time, to pick up the soldiers. The ships returned to these points after loading, or between partial loadings, until their respective groups were ready to depart. Rear Admiral Vivian on Coventry was in charge of the embarkation operation and met the ships offshore as they came in to embark, signalling instructions and providing escort to sheltered waters. Further inshore, the destroyers took turns to protect the incoming ships and ferry the soldiers from whatever anchorage or pier they could reach and be picked up from. The smaller troopships, such as Ulster Prince and Ulster Monarch, embarked men and stores directly from the wharf at Harstad. Many of the soldiers emerged from the strangest locations in puffers or motorboats, carrying their guns and personal equipment, but little else.26

Large amounts of heavy equipment had to be left behind. Some was burned, some dumped in the sea and some just left where it was for the Norwegian forces to take what they wanted. Eventually, though, far more stores, guns and ammunition than expected was retrieved. Mules brought in by the French and Polish forces were let loose, ending up on the fields around the embarkation sites, grazing peacefully on the fresh summer grass – to the great surprise of the local farmers.27

The first convoy of storeships consisting of Blackheath, Theseus, Oligarch, Acrity, Harmattan, Coxwold, Cromarty Firth and Conch departed Harstad on 7 June, escorted by Stork, Veteran, Arrow, Walker, Vanoc and a number of trawlers. A smaller detachment of transports left simultaneously from Tromsø, as did the tankers Oil Pioneer and Yermount; the ammunition ships Arbroath and Nyakoa proceeding individually, escorted by one trawler each.28

During 4, 5 and 6 June, almost fourteen thousand Allied soldiers were embarked from Harstad, Ofotfjorden and Tjelsundet onto the six ships of Group I. During the late morning of the 7th, these ships – Monarch of Bermuda, Franconia, Batory, Lancastria, Sobieski and Georgic – assembled offshore. Covered by Vindictive, which had returned from Scapa Flow for a second tour and herself had embarked ‘450 troops and RAF and three dogs’, they left for Britain in the afternoon. There were no destroyers to spare for the escort as they were still being used for the embarkation, but, as planned, the convoy met up with Valiant and her screen (Ashanti, Bedouin, Tartar and Mashona) in the afternoon of the 8th. After seeing them safely between the Shetlands and the Faeroes, the battleship turned back to meet the next convoy. Shortly after, the destroyers Atherstone, Antelope, Wolverine, Witherington and Viscount took up the escort and the ships reached the Clyde the next day without incident, in spite of being sighted by German reconnaissance aircraft.29
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The ships of Group I heading home on 7 June. (P Taylor collection)



The remaining men were picked up on the 7th (5,200) and 8th (4,600) and embarked on the ships of Group II, consisting of the transports Oronsay, Ormonde, Arandora Star, Duchess of York, Ulster Monarch, Ulster Prince and Royal Ulsterman. Covered by Coventry, Havelock, Fame, Firedrake, Echo, Beagle and Delight, they left for Britain shortly after.30

Général Béthouart had left a rearguard of one battalion of Poles at Ankenes and one of Legionnaires in Rombaksfjorden. These were both successfully pulled out during the evening of the 7th without being noticed by the Germans.31 At about 17:30 on 7 June, Lord Cork and General Auchinleck with their respective staffs embarked on Southampton. Later General Béthouart also came onboard. Before departure, a number of cars, bicycles and stores were taken onboard as were two Walrus aircraft. Southampton was the last Allied warship to leave Andfjorden at about 09:30 on the 8th, in the company of Campbell. By then, the last of the ground staff from Bardufoss, a rearguard of Chasseurs, some Royal Engineers and military police units that had supervised the evacuation had embarked on the cruiser. During the day, Southampton and Campbell joined the escort of Group II, as did Ark Royal, with Diana, Acheron and Highlander. All these ships reached Britain without incident.32

Lord Cork decided that the ‘armed boarding vessel’ Vandyck should be reserve for the last group of transports and wait offshore to see if she was needed. Eventually, she was not needed and a signal was sent for her to meet the other ships at a pre-arranged position. In spite of confirming the place and time, some misunderstanding occurred and she sailed to one of the back-up rendezvous locations instead. Delight and Firedrake were sent to search but found nothing and being under radio silence could not ask for new instructions. Unfortunately, Vandyck did use her radio when nobody turned up, and was promptly found by German aircraft off Andenes and sunk.33

In all, 24,500 troops were evacuated without significant interference from the German side. Rain and low clouds covered the operation and German air activity was limited and sporadic. There is no doubt that if the evacuation had been detected, the Luftwaffe in Norway had adequate strength to inflict serious losses during the embarkation and withdrawal.

At 11:04 on 8 June, Lord Cork sent to the Admiralty: ‘Evacuation successfully completed. Last convoy cleared Andfiord 11:00 8th June. No Losses.’34

Devonshire anchored in Tromsø at 09:00 on 5 June. During the afternoon, Vice Admiral Cunningham discussed the plans for the evacuation with Minster Dormer, whereupon the cruiser departed once more, leaving Paymaster Commander Miller behind for liaison. One of the key tasks for Miller, besides co-ordinating the evacuation and reporting back to Cunningham, was to confirm with Admiral Diesen that all Norwegian ships, including the submarines B1 and B3, should sail to England or be sunk to avoid them falling into German hands. This was eventually arranged after ‘considerable discussion’ – Diesen was hesitant to promise anything, except preparing the vessels for sea, without approval from his government.

At 18:30 on the 7th, Devonshire returned to Tromsø for the last time. Her passengers were assembled in the trawlers Ellesmere and Thirlmere, already lying off the pier. King Haakon, Crown Prince Olav and three attendants came onboard, as did Prime Minister Nygaardsvold and most of his government with their staff and families (fifty-five people in all).35 The British, French and Polish ministers, fifteen political refugees, nineteen members of the Corps Diplomatique and twenty-four Norwegian officers, as well as thirty-three British officers and 306 naval personnel of other ranks were also included – a total of 435 men and twenty-six women. Devonshire sailed from Tromsø at 20:30 on Friday 7 June.36
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The British cruiser Devonshire. (Author’s collection)



On the same day, the Norwegian naval ships Fridtjof Nansen, Nordkapp, Heimdal, B1, B3 and nine auxiliaries left according to plan.37 In addition, a number of transports and steamers signed up for the crossing, carrying personnel who wished to go to Britain. In a last meeting with Admiral Cunningham, Kommandør Corneliussen was informed that all non-British vessels and aircraft would have to go to the Faeroes instead of Shetland as previously arranged – recognition signals were about to be changed and this was considered the safest way to avoid misunderstandings. The Norwegian ships were given co-ordinates for rendezvous points with the British convoys, but for various reasons, few made these in time and most vessels sailed for Britain in small groups or alone. B3 suffered an explosion in her battery compartment and had to return to land, where she was sunk after equipment and provisions were taken ashore. Three of the He115s from Skatøra flew to Shetland, while a handful of the Mf11s and one He115 made good their escape to Finland.
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King Haakon embarking on Devonshire around 19:00 on Friday 7 June 1940. He would return exactly five years later to a newly liberated Norway. (Scanpix)
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The Norwegian coastguard and fishery protection vessel Fridtjof Nansen. (Authors collection)



There is a still-unanswered question as to why the Norwegian military and political leaders did not intensify their efforts to have as many as possible of the experienced soldiers, sailors and officers taken to Britain. They could have formed the nucleus of the Norwegian armed forces that inevitably would have to be developed again. Admiral Diesen, before he departed, encouraged all naval personnel to join these ships or find other transport across the North Sea ‘to continue the fight for a free Norway, but there is little evidence of any active measures being undertaken. As things were, many men just gave up and went home. Some later joined the resistance; others faced an arduous and dangerous escape on their own.

During the afternoon of 9 June, quite far offshore, the vessels Ariadne and Prins Olav were bombed and sunk by eight aircraft. Ariadne had been operating as a hospital ship, but before she left Tromsø, the medical crew had disembarked and the red crosses had been painted over. Nine people were killed on Ariadne, one on Prins Olav. Arrow, who had been sent back to look for Norwegian stragglers, came to their assistance and retrieved the survivors. Also Nordkapp nearby was attacked, but she had several guns onboard, and people who could use them; the aircraft eventually found the engagement too dangerous and retreated. During the night Arrow returned to the convoy; later Nordkapp, Honningsvåg, Nova and Hestmannen also fell in. The Norwegian ships were detached off the Faeroes and arrived at Thorshavn on 12 June.38

General Dietl was in a critical situation after the defeat at Narvik. Had the Allies continued the operation, there is no doubt that he would, within days, have been faced with the alternatives of surrender or withdrawal across the Swedish border. The arrival of the spearhead Büffel forces meant little. They were far too few to make a difference and the rest were too far behind.

The Germans had no knowledge of the Allied evacuation of northern Norway until 8 June at the earliest.39 British destroyers were operating in Rombaksfjorden, shelling German positions until the 7th, and only in the early morning of the 8th did patrols from Haussels’s exhausted battle group discover that the positions in front of them were empty.40 Meanwhile, the Norwegians in front of Gruppe Windisch were not informed of any withdrawal and were pressing on as hard as ever in order to effect a breakthrough towards Bjørnfjell.41

Had information of the withdrawal become available earlier, and been forwarded to the Luftwaffe and SKL, the results of Operation Alphabet would likely have been disastrous. It was not until 08:10 on the 8th, when a signal from General Ruge, asking for ceasefire negotiations, reached Dietl, that it became clear what was going on. By then, all Allied soldiers had left Norwegian soil. The Germans were amazed, to say the least, by the Allies’ withdrawal. During the evening of the 8th, Dietl reported to Group XXI that he had reentered Narvik town.42

During the 9th, German reconnaissance confirmed the withdrawal of the Allied forces and intelligence from Tromsø established that the king and government had left the country onboard a British cruiser. General Ruge had received orders to terminate further resistance in northern Norway and in the afternoon of the 9th, radio communication was established between the Norwegian headquarters and 3rd Gebirgsdivision. Ruge stated that all Norwegian forces would lay down their arms at midnight on the night of 9/10 June. At 16:00 on the 9th, Foreign Minister Halvdan Koht came on the radio, announcing publically that a decision to end the resistance in Norway had been taken.
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Confused German soldiers are ordered to return to Narvik on 9 June. (Author’s collection)



During the afternoon of 9 June, Fridtjof Nansen left Tromsø for Britain with Admiral Diesen, General Fleischer, Foreign Minister Koht and several others of the Norwegian military and civilian administration. Ten days later, on 18 June, she arrived in Rosyth after a brief stop at the Faeroes.43 To his bitter regret, Kommandørkaptein Bredsdorff was ordered to remain behind and ‘receive the Germans’. If he wanted to continue the fight, he would have to come over later on his own initiative. In the evening of the 11th, the first Germans arrived in Tromsø. Shortly after, around 120 paratroopers arrived, having landed at Bardufoss, and took control of the town.44

Negotiations for the general surrender of the Norwegian forces were concluded in Trondheim on 10 June and signed the same evening by Oberst von Buschenhagen of Gruppe XXI and Oberstløytnant Roscher Nielsen, commander of the Norwegian forces south of Bodø.45 In the north, Oberstløytnant Wrede-Holm and Løytnant Michelet went on an arduous journey from Tromsø via Narvik to Bjørnefjell. There, they signed an agreement of surrender for the Norwegian forces in northern Norway with Generalleutnant Dietl and his Chief of Staff Oberstløytnant Bader on the morning of 10 June. It was agreed that Norwegian units in East Finnmark should remain armed, guarding the border with Russia until German troops could take over.46

The Germans demanded an unconditional surrender, which had to be accepted, but it was made clear from the Norwegian side that this was only the end of active resistance in Norway. The king and government would continue the war on the Allied side with whatever forces it could muster, and a state of war between Norway and Germany would exist. Faced with such conditions, the German negotiators demanded an immediate and absolute surrender of all units still under arms, as well as all ships, aircraft and forts still under command. In order to try to create a workable relationship for the future, though, most privates and NCOs were released as soon as they were disarmed; likewise the officers were released as soon as they had signed a declaration promising not to carry out any ‘aggressive or alien actions against the German Reich during the occupation’.
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Norway’s future role in the Allied battle against Nazi Germany is being discussed. King Haakon (right) and the British Minister Cecil Dormer (left) onboard Devonshire on 8 June. (Scanpix)



For reasons never fully explained, General Ruge opted to remain in Norway, surrendering his troops, while General Fleischer was ordered to join the king and government in Britain. Norway had joined the Allied side in the fight against Nazi Germany and even if the resistance in the home country was over for now, a new policy would have to be developed and new, modern forces built. Military advisors were needed and if Ruge chose to stay, Fleischer was needed all the more.47 Why Nygaardsvold and his government allowed Ruge to stay and go into inevitable captivity remains controversial to this day. After the capitulation, Ruge travelled southwards with a handful of his officers in two puffers, leaving Tromsø on 28 June. Arriving in Trondheim on 1 July, he was arrested by the Germans, while his officers were sent to Oslo as free men.48





— 13—

Operation Juno

Cleared for Operations

INTELLIGENCE ON ITS OWN has no value and can win neither battles nor wars. In addition to acquisition, intelligence consists of analysis, interpretation and distribution. If one element is missing or weak, the others become meaningless. Intelligence must have a system for dissemination to appropriate decision makers, who must be able to draw the right conclusions and make the appropriate tactical and operational decisions based on that intelligence.

In the early part of the war, British intelligence was fragmented. Co-ordinated acquisition of intelligence from reliable sources was rare and the exchange of analysis and interpretations between services and institutions almost non-existent. The Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) and the Admiralty’s Operational Intelligence Centre (OIC) had been set up to ensure just such collation of assessments, but the procedures for submitting information to these were in their infancy and poorly adhered to. In addition, the OIC had limited experience with the novel science of signal intelligence (‘sigint’) or traffic analysis, mainly run by civilian academics at the British Government Code and Cypher School (GC&CS) at Bletchley Park, who, from their side, had little knowledge of naval matters. On 15 April, the GC&CS broke the ‘Yellow’ encryption key to the German Enigma electro-mechanical code machine, used for land and air operations in Norway. The messages thus intercepted also contained a certain amount of naval information and the Naval Intelligence Division at times received first-hand information of German naval operations, but information was only rarely utilised efficiently. The shortcomings of the British intelligence system had been clearly demonstrated in early April during Operation Weserübung; two months later, little had changed.1

At the outbreak of the war, German naval communications was largely secure against British interception. This had hardly changed by the time of the German invasion of Norway. On the other hand, the Germans could, to a large degree, decipher British naval codes long before the war. On 26 April, the British naval code-keys were changed, resulting in a reduced German ability to read intercepted signals. Towards the end of May, the German naval command was thus largely unaware of the detailed Allied situation off Harstad-Narvik.

The crippling losses of German destroyers and cruisers during Operation Weserübung and the subsequent need to protect the supply convoys in the Skagerrak and Kattegat meant that the Kriegsmarine could not stage any further operations for some time after the large ships had returned from Norway. Repairs on Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Hipper were effected as well as possible without taking them into dry dock, while dockyard capacity was prioritised for the remaining commissioned destroyers, making as many of them as possible operational.2

By mid-May, things had improved, and SKL informed Army Group XXI in Oslo on 25 May that it was about to initiate naval operations off northern Norway to relieve pressure on Narvik.3 Primary targets would be enemy naval forces and transports in and around Bodø, Narvik, Vestfjorden, Andfjorden and Harstad. The Army Group was requested to supply whatever detail of enemy forces it could provide and, if believed beneficial, any potential targets for shore bombardment.4 The operation would be launched as soon as Scharnhorst and Gneisenau had completed their repairs after the previous sortie, probably in the first days of June. Admiral Hipper and possibly Nürnberg would also be available with a screen of four to six destroyers. Two days later, on the 27th, the German cryptanalyst service B-Dienst intercepted and decoded a British W/T message, which gave details of the basic organisation of the northern patrol south of Iceland.5 This encouraged the German naval staff to plan an ambitious operation, code name ‘Juno’, for an attack on Allied shipping at Narvik, Harstad and Bodø, and a prolonged sortie by German heavy ships in northern Norwegian waters.6

Flottenchef Admiral Wilhelm Marschall, Commander-in-Chief of the Fleet of the Kriegsmarine, was back from leave and would be in charge of Operation Juno.7 He had been sick during Operation Weserübung and Vizeadmiral Günther Lütjens had been acting in his place. It was known that Raeder held Lütjens in high regard and Marschall must have known that he had to perform well to keep his job.
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Flottenchef Admiral Wilhelm Marschall, Commander-in-Chief of the Fleet of the Kriegsmarine. (Author’s collection)



On 29 May, in a meeting with Naval Commander (West) Generaladmiral Saalwächter, Marschall was directed to plan a surprise infiltration into Andfjorden-Vågsfjorden to destroy Allied warships there as well as any bases or troop concentrations encountered. Detailed objectives would be advised once a clearer picture of enemy dispositions had been achieved and updated during the operation. Ofotfjorden and Narvik could become an alternative main target if reconnaissance deemed it possible to enter the fjord. A secondary objective would be the protection of German supply routes between Trondheim and Bodø. Trondheim would be the base for the operation, but for safety reasons should not be entered until after the main operation had been concluded. It was expected that Gneisenau, Scharnhorst and Hipper would be available for the operation as well as the destroyers Karl Galster, Hans Lody, Erich Steinbrinck and Hermann Schoemann.8

In his operational order, which Marschall wrote the following day based on the meeting with Saalwächter, he formulated the primary objective of the operation to be ‘attack on enemy warships, transports and land-bases in the Andfjord-Vaagsfjord area and if necessary in Ofotfjorden, as a relief operation for Heeresgruppe Narvik’.9

By 31 May, the German Naval High Command had not received any information or requirements from XXI Army Corps in Oslo. A reminder was sent and the following day a brief intelligence report was received. It stated that Harstad was the Allied base in the area but little else. As for requirements, the destruction or capture of transports in the Narvik, Namsos and Bodø areas were given priority and any target in the recently lost town of Narvik (except the hospital) was worth an attack.10

In a meeting with Grossadmiral Erich Raeder, the C-in-C of the German Navy, on 31 May Marschall was told that, like SKL and Group West, the Grossadmiral considered the purpose of the operation to be supporting and relieving the army in the Narvik region. The operations should therefore primarily be directed towards enemy naval or transport units, which could be used against the German forces.

It is obvious from his conduct of Operation Juno that Admiral Marschall considered his orders dubious, and he must have decided he would use his discretion and decide as the operation developed whether it would be appropriate to risk taking his large ships into the narrow Norwegian fjords or stay at sea, where the chances for operational success might be just as good. Since his appointment in October the year before, Marschall had had repeated discussions with the German High Command over the extent that the Flottenchef should be bound to orders while operating at sea. The discussions in the naval staff, prior to Operation Juno, actually gave Marschall latitude to act as he thought best. ‘Primarily’, the staff’s war diary recorded, ‘the intention is to act against the Allied naval forces and transports operating against the German Narvik Group, and secondly to afford relief to own land forces. The control in detail of this operation cannot be undertaken by Group West, but must be under the Commander-in-Chief of the Fleet (Marschall) in consultation with Admiral Norway.’ Admiral Marschall took this to mean that he was left with a large degree of freedom operationally and needed only to consult Group West in general terms.

The meeting with Raeder seems to have made Marschall even more uncertain what his priorities were, and how bound he was by them. Having had ten destroyers trapped and lost in Ofotfjorden less than two months earlier, it is unthinkable that Raeder would have even considered sending his two battleships into the fjord, unless he had received express orders from Hitler and OKW. It is therefore safe to assume that the two generals agreed that direct support for Dietl was an option not to be considered unless in response to specific orders. Bombardment of shore bases at Harstad would be another matter and it is possible that Raeder would be willing to take larger risks there than Marschall.

The presence of a shore-based level of command between the SKL and the commander at sea had been instituted in 1939 when the war commenced. Through this, the operational planning and execution was taken away from the C-in-C and his staff and performed at Group level. That appeared necessary as, due to restrictions in the use of radio when at sea from fear of tracking and interception, it would be difficult for the C-in-C to co-operate with other naval units or shore command. It quickly turned out to be extremely cumbersome, limiting the operational freedom of the Flottenchef and the arrangement was later abandoned.

Gneisenau, Scharnhorst and Admiral Hipper were eventually cleared for the operation, as were the Zerstörers Galster, Lody, Steinbrinck and Schoemann. Marschall would have his flag onboard Gneisenau as usual and Konteradmiral Schmundt, acting Flag Officer Scout Forces, would be onboard Hipper, prepared to operate independently should the opportunity arise. Flag Officer Destroyers Kapitän zur See Bey would be on board Lody.11

Additional guns, ammunition, fuel and stores had been brought to Trondheim, which would be the main base for the operation. The entrance to the fjord was covered by the Norwegian coastal batteries, which had been serviced, ammunitioned and manned by naval gunners. After some initial teething problems with the ancient guns, by late May they were in a reasonable shape. In addition, there were three makeshift torpedo batteries on floats along the fjord, taken from the destroyers bringing in the invasion forces. In all, there were eight tubes and half a dozen extra torpedoes. Heavy A/A batteries had been installed and more were coming each week. After the end of the campaign in southern Norway, numerous R-boats and minesweepers, including captured Norwegian ones, had been sent to Trondheim in order to enhance the mine and anti-submarine defences.

Kapitän zur See Thiele, previously of Lützow, had been posted as naval commander of Trondheim. He considered Trondheim as secure as any anchorage in Germany.12 General von Falkenhorst, supreme commander of the German forces in Norway, Admiral Boehm, ‘Commanding Admiral Norway’ and General Stumpff, C-in-C of Luftflotte V, had all been in Trondheim since early May.

The Luftwaffe agreed to co-operate on an almost unprecedented scale under the newly established Fliegerführer Drontheim (Aircraft Controller, Værnes-Trondheim), Major Harlinghausen. Two additional Staffeln (squadrons) of reconnaissance aircraft were sent to Sola-Stavanger and an extra Staffel of He111 bombers to Trondheim in addition to those already there. To avoid any mistaken identity by the pilots, who were not all familiar with operating in concert with the navy, turret tops and gun shields of the ships would be painted red.

The fleet would need supplies – the destroyers in particular would need fuel – so the tankers Adria and Samland were sent to Trondheim, as was the repair ship Huascaran, while the supply ships Dithmarschen and Nordmark were stationed offshore.13
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Battleships Gneisenau (nearest) and Scharnhorst. (Author’s collection)



*   *   *

At 08:00 on 4 June, Marschall took his fleet into Kiel bay and headed north through the Danish Belts, two days later than originally planned. The ex-trawler Sperrbrecher IV was in the van sweeping for mines, followed by Gneisenau, Scharnhorst, Admiral Hipper and the destroyers, while the torpedo boats Jaguar and Falke took up anti-submarine duties supported by three R-boats. Through the Danish Belts and Kattegat, the fleet escort Hai (F.3) with Commander Minesweepers (East), Konteradmiral Stohwasser, joined to ensure safe passage through own defences.

During the afternoon of the 4th, a signal from Group West informed the fleet that two battleships and two battlecruisers had been sighted at Scapa Flow; but also that two battleships were at large in the Narvik area.14 This message appears to have created concern among the senior officers of the fleet. They did not necessarily take the reports at face value, but rather as a confirmation of the inadequate level of available intelligence. Hitler was informed by Raeder at midday that Operation Juno was underway, and that the situation was favourable for Admiral Marschall, as a large part of the Home Fleet was in the dockyards from damage inflicted during the last several months.15

The smaller boats were released before rounding Skagen at 06:30 on the 5th and at midday, when well into the Skagerrak, Jaguar and Falke were detached for Fredrikshavn. The destroyers took over the anti-submarine stations alone. The sky was cloudless, and, despite a continuous Luftwaffe escort, Marschall was worried he would be detected by the RAF. There were some submarine alerts, but nothing was found and they were quickly ignored. After passing Utsira at 20:25, visibility deteriorated and hopes grew that they might remain undetected. Marschall set a course advised by his staff – based on the latest sigint – to avoid British submarines and reconnaissance aircraft, and hoped for the best. Actually, Coastal Command did not have any aircraft in the relevant area at the time, and they slipped through the Bergen-Shetland Narrows unnoticed.16

Dawn on the 6th found the German ships a hundred miles off Stadlandet: heading north at twenty-four knots, still undetected, in light rain and variable visibility. German air reconnaissance of the Narvik-Harstad area was delayed by fog over the Norwegian airfields. During the afternoon several He115s arrived from Trondheim, scouting ahead of the fleet, but there does not appear to have been direct communication between these aircraft and the fleet.17 The day remained uneventful except for a minor problem with Scharnhorst’s central turbine, and at 19:25 – near 68° N 2° 30’ W, south-east of Jan Mayen, Dithmarschen hoved into sight on the port bow, camouflaged as a Russian tanker. As soon as the ships gathered, refuelling of Schoemann and Galster commenced from the tanker, while the battleships took care of Lody and Steinbrinck.18 Thereafter, Hipper also refuelled from Dithmarschen. The refuelling took a long time due to inexperience and technical problems and was not completed until late afternoon the next day.

During the 6th, sigint reports from Group West placed heavy British units in the Harstad area, including Valiant, Glorious, Ark Royal and several cruisers. There were also warnings of submarines operating off Trondheim. Generally the reports were inconclusive, however, and details were scant. Valiant for one was at Scapa Flow. Several urgent requests were made to X Luftflotte to ensure the promised reconnaissance flights would take place.19

The first Luftwaffe report came at 08:20, reporting a seven-ship convoy 360 miles north-west of Trondheim, at 67° 57’ N 3° 50’ E, steering south-westerly. The battle fleet was 110 miles further to the north-west of this and Marschall ignored the report for the time being, as he supposed them to be empty transports returning home.20 The same conclusion was made over a later report of a tanker and escort sighted further west, heading in the same direction. From Harstad and Narvik, however, there were no aerial reconnaissance reports, due to poor weather with low clouds. ‘Air reconnaissance in northern area is, as previously, not available,’ Marschall recorded sourly in his diary on the evening of the 7th.21

In Marschall’s mind, venturing into the fjords with the battleships would require far more than basic intelligence on targets and defences. Neither was at hand – very little was known of any objectives worth risking the battleships for in the area at all. Marschall must have felt that he was in a grave predicament of what to do regarding his original orders. Astoundingly, he called a captains’ conference aboard the flagship at 20:30 on the 7th to discuss the intelligence reports available and their significance and set a plan of action. Boats were set out and the captains and key officers were transferred to the flagship, including Vizeadmiral Schmundt, Flag Officer Cruisers, and Kapitän zur See Bey, Flag Officer Destroyers.22 Present also were Hoffmann, Netzbandt and Heye, along with the destroyer captains – von Wangenheim (Lody), Johannesson (Steinbrinck), von Bechtolsheim (Galster) and Detmers (Schoemann) – as well as Marschall’s Chief of Staff, Konteradmiral Backenkohler and the operations officer, Kapitän zur See Brocksien. Such an event had probably not taken place at sea in a very long time.

It must have been obvious to the captains and officers gathered in the wardroom of Gneisenau that the Flottenchef was struggling with his original orders. Taking the fleet into the confines of Andfjorden-Vågsfjorden, on meagre information, was daunting and it is not unlikely that they, from a naval point of view, were sympathetic to his reservation. Very little was known of the dispositions of minefields, nets or boom defences, let alone any shore-based guns or torpedo batteries. Until such time as the Luftwaffe was able to produce fresh aerial reconnaissance reports, it was not even known if there were any targets or even warships in the fjord. The reported convoys, on the other hand, possibly carrying troops, were potentially highly valuable targets. They were, however, not where the orders from Group West had instructed the fleet to operate. Marschall must have seen the situation as being exactly what he had been discussing with the SKL and that the C-in-C at sea should have freedom to interpret his orders with autonomy. Feelings were running high in the meeting and it does not really appear that Marschall achieved the support he needed either way – though most of the officers seem to have supported him in not taking the fleet inshore unless it could be ascertained that there were valuable targets to be found. Destroying the town of Harstad was not considered a sufficient price worth risking the ships for.23
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One of the most extraordinary events of the Norwegian campaign took place in the evening of 7 June. Admiral Marschall called a council of war onboard his flagship while at sea. This photo is taken from the cruiser Admiral Hipper. Gneisenau is in the centre with Scharnhorst behind her port beam. Picket boats bringing the officers to the flagship can be seen on the left. (Author’s collection)



The incoming reports of Allied ship movements started to indicate a withdrawal, but that would contradict the very reason for the fleet being there in the first place: to release pressure on Dietl. Signals arriving via Group West during the conference indicated that several British submarines were operating off the Norwegian coast. Other signals reported groups of ships steaming west to south-west between Tromsø and Harstad. At 19:55, there came a report of an Allied convoy sighted on a westerly course off Andfjorden around midday and again at 20:36; another sighting report placed two aircraft carriers, one cruiser and several destroyers about forty-five miles north of Andenes. A last reconnaissance signal arriving just as the meeting was about to break up indicated the presence of only a single, smaller warship in Harstad and Marschall became convinced that some kind of evacuation was going on, leaving few targets inshore.24
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The burden of command. Admiral Marschall pondering what to do. (Author’s collection)



If this was correct, the westbound convoys became obvious targets and Marschall decided to postpone the attack on Harstad and go for the convoys.25 The conference broke up with this conclusion at 22:15. The fleet finally got under way again and Dithmarschen was released at 22:55. Marschall finally made up his mind, and a USW signal was sent from the flag to all ships at 00:30 on the 8th, confirming that the attack on the convoy of two steamers protected by one cruiser and two destroyers would take place as planned. Ships would go to ‘Battle Order II’ at 02:00 and to ‘Battle Order I’ (full action stations) at 04:00.

Admiral Marschall informed Group West of his decisions in a signal sent around 04:00 on the 8th and received an answer at 05:58, which accepted that Hipper and the destroyers went after the convoy, but stated firmly that ‘… unless there are [for us] unknown, important reasons to attack the convoy, the main target remains Harstad.’26 Admiral Saalwächter had, while attempting to interfere as little as possible with the Flottenchef’s decision, nevertheless reminded him of the original concept of the operation. Admiral Marschall deliberately chose to overlook this reminder, even though he must have realised that his career was at stake. It is interesting to note that Kapitän zur See Hoffmann of the Scharnhorst writes independently in his war diary after having received a copy of the signal from Group West that: ‘This signal is difficult to appreciate, considering the quite insufficient information on enemy bases and positions in Harstad (anchorages, barriers, depots etc.), compared to the available reconnaissance reports of cruisers, convoys, etc. being obvious targets.’27 With hindsight there is little question that Marschall made the correct decision. On the other hand, Saalwächter was in an awkward position himself between the commander at sea and High Command.

The morning of the 8th arrived with sunshine, good visibility and a long, pleasant swell. Marschall ordered his ships to take up a broad line-abreast formation heading east-north-east at fifteen knots. At 06:05, at position 67° 26.5’ N 04° 23’ E, a westbound tanker, escorted by what was at first believed to be a small destroyer, hove into sight. ‘An unwelcome stop in our search for the valuable convoy with its cruiser and destroyer escort,’ Admiral Marschall recorded.28 The encountered ships turned out to be the 5,666-ton naval tanker Oil Pioneer and the 530-ton trawler Juniper.29 Oil Pioneer was empty after having fuelled the RN ships at Harstad.

While Hipper disposed of Juniper (Lieutenant Commander Geoffrey Grenfell), Gneisenau’s 10.5-cm guns set the tanker ablaze from point-blank range. She was held afloat by her many empty tanks, however, and needed a torpedo from the destroyer Schoemann before she sank. The crew of the Juniper appeared to succumb to their bad luck and, overwhelmed by the superior German firepower, did not even man the 4-inch gun on the forecastle. Captain Heye held the main battery back and instead opened fire only with the starboard 10.5-cm guns. Hits were scored immediately and the trawler began to burn and list badly. There was no observable activity onboard and when, after a brief pause, fire was resumed, the list increased until, at 07:14, the trawler’s depth charges exploded, whereupon she capsized and sank at the expense of ninety-seven 10.5-cm rounds from Hipper. It appears that there were no radio signals recorded from any of the British ships, though Juniper attempted to send one, which was jammed by Hipper. Twenty-five survivors were rescued from the tanker and four from Juniper.30


[image: ]

The naval tanker Oil Pioneer being sunk by Gneisenau. (Author’s collection)



The two ships gone, the search continued on a north-north-westerly course. Scharnhorst and Hipper were ordered to launch their aircraft for reconnaissance; this they did at 08:25, Scharnhorst’s aircraft searching to the north, Hippers to the south. About an hour later, Scharnhorst’s Arado reported ships to the north-east. Galster was sent to investigate and shortly after 10:00 reported a merchantman steaming south-westerly at 68° 2’ N 3° 36’ E. Admiral Marschall wanted a quick dispatch of the ship and sent Hipper to assist. There turned out to be two ships at the scene: the hospital ship Atlantis, which was allowed to proceed unmolested under the rules of the Geneva Convention, and the twin-funnelled, 20,000-ton troop transport Orama returning empty from Norway, apart from a hundred German prisoners of war.31

Since she was alone, Captain Heye suspected the transport to be an armed merchant cruiser, and when movement on deck was interpreted as an attempt to man her guns, he turned the broadside of Admiral Hipper on to the target and opened fire at a range of thirteen thousand metres. The first two rounds were fired across her bows but when the steamer continued unperturbed the sights were moved onto the target in earnest.32 Hits were observed after the second salvo. Orama quickly lost speed and hove to, listing and on fire. Seeing the crew taking to the lifeboats, and getting a report from his foretop that Orama had struck her flag, Heye ordered ‘cease fire’ and moved Hipper in to pick up the survivors. The burning Orama sank at 12:20, stern first. A total of fifty-four 20.3-cm rounds had been expended. Hippers fire control had at first been confused by Lody which had also opened fire, unobserved from the cruiser. This resulted in unnecessary corrections until it was realised that both ships were engaging the same target. Lody was ordered to cease firing via USW, but as the radio did not function properly, she kept firing – to the annoyance of Hipper’s foretop. In his eagerness to finish off Orama, Kapitän zur See Bey ordered Korvettenkapitän von Wangenheim to fire two torpedoes, both of which ran erratically: one hitting a loaded lifeboat without exploding, the other exploding prematurely, close to Hipper.33
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Orama intercepted by Admiral Hipper. (Author’s collection)
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The last moments of Orama. (Author’s collection)
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The destroyer Hans Lody has moved in to take part in the sinking. (Author’s collection)



The skilled B-Dienst crew onboard Hipper succeeded in jamming the SOS signals of Orama, as they had done those of Juniper. In return for being left to sail unmolested, Atlantis observed the provisions of the Geneva Convention and did not use her wireless to send an emergency report and it was not until she met other British ships that her crew could report the incidents that they had witnessed.

Scharnhorst and Gneisenau had meanwhile been searching unsuccessfully for further ships reported by Hipper’s Arado to the south. By midday, Admiral Marschall gave up the search and turned to a north-westerly course at nineteen knots. The Flottenchef was at this stage convinced that his presence off Norway was well known to the British. In addition, he was aware from radio intercepts by the B-Dienst that two aircraft carriers, most likely Glorious and Ark Royal, were somewhere to the north – ‘off the Norwegian coast between Tromsø and Lofoten’. Further radio intercepts also indicated that a cruiser, probably Southampton, was near the position of the supply ship Dithmarschen, and in order to warn her Marschall wished to get near enough to her to talk to her on the USW radio.34

Hipper and the destroyers needed to refuel soon, and it was unlikely that they would be allowed to do so undisturbed at sea once again. At 13:48, Admiral Marschall therefore detached Hipper and the destroyers for Trondheim to refuel and to search for further convoy traffic on the way. With the battleships, he would himself sweep the Vestfjorden-Vågsfjord region for further enemy activity, which had been reported to the north. For security reasons, Vizeadmiral Schmundt was instructed to forward Marschall’s intention on to Group West after arrival in Trondheim.

Prior to this decision, Admiral Marschall had stretched his orders to the limit, but this decision directly opposed the instructions issued by Saalwächter – his career would probably be ruined whatever successes he might achieve.

The decision to split his forces would later be much criticised and, with hindsight, was not a good one. On the other hand, Admiral Marschall believed that after the encounters with Oil Pioneer and Orama his presence off Norway had been compromised and that he would not be left alone for another lengthy refuelling at sea. He also considered it convenient that Hipper and the destroyers could sweep the coastal regions on their way to Trondheim as a direct support to Gruppe Feurstein. Anticipating that the enemy was now aware of their whereabouts, Marschall considered the secondary objective to have been activated according to the brief from Raeder. By this time, however, Dietl in Narvik knew that the Allied forces were evacuating and had a communication link between him, or Group XXI in Trondheim, and the Flottenchef existed, it is likely that Admiral Marschall would have assessed the situation differently and kept his forces assembled. Unfortunately, communication between the services still went up to the highest levels of command before being dispersed and few, if any, had the ability to understand the significance of the changed tactical situation until it was too late.

Requiem

The visibility in the Norwegian Sea that afternoon on 8 June was exceptional. The wind was weak from the north-west and there was only a moderate swell. A perfect day, but it was soon to be disrupted by the brutal death of a large number of British sailors and airmen. At 15:46, Fährich zur See Siegfried Goss on Scharnhorst’s foretop reported a wisp of smoke, on a bearing of 060°, and the sighting was passed to the flagship.35 Twenty-two minutes later the range was given as forty thousand metres. Both battleships called ‘Klarschiff zum Gefecht’ (action stations) and increased speed to twenty-six knots. The Seetakt surface gunnery radars were switched on and at 16:10 Scharnhorst’s gunnery officer Fregattenkapitän Wolf Löwisch reported that a target was in sight and that it appeared to have a flight deck.36

The deck belonged to Glorious. After landing the RAF fighters in the afternoon of the 7th, Ark Royal and Glorious remained in convoy north-west of Andenes Point. In the early hours of the 8th, however, Captain Guy D’Oyly-Hughes made a signal to Vice Admiral Wells on Ark Royal, asking permission to proceed independently to Scapa Flow. The request was approved and Glorious was detached with her two destroyers Acasta (Commander Glasfurd) and Ardent (Lieutenant Commander Barker) at 02:53 at position 70° 17’ N 14° 10’ E.37 At first, she proceeded on course 250° at twenty-two knots, but later reduced speed to seventeen knots and commenced zigzagging. At the time, she had onboard six Swordfish of 823 Squadron and nine Sea-Gladiators of 802 Squadron, in addition to the RAF Hurricanes and Gladiators evacuated from Bardufoss (see Chapter 12).38
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The carrier Glorious. (Wright and Logan)



It has never been established for certain why the carrier was allowed to sail with such a poor escort in dangerous waters rather than being kept within the task force, despite questions being raised in the House of Commons by MPs both during and after the war (the last as late as January 2000). The official reason for her leaving ahead of the other ships was, at the time, given as fuel shortage, but not even Churchill believed that.39 Waiting for a day longer before steaming home at convoy speed would have resulted in more or less the same fuel consumption as going alone, zigzagging at high speed, and given far better protection for a valuable ship.

An alternative reason for the haste is that the carrier sailed following a request from D’Oyly-Hughes to Vice Admiral Wells, ‘requesting permission to part company, to proceed ahead to Scapa Flow for the purpose of making preparations for impending Courts Martial’.40 Amazingly, this request was approved by Admiral Wells and Glorious took off shortly after. Why Wells accepted D’Oyly-Hughes’s request to depart has never been revealed. He was never asked – either by the Admiralty, or, as there was no inquest, by anybody else (Vice Admiral Wells died in 1965). Perhaps he was impatient to sort out a disruptive dispute onboard one of his ships, and as the RAF fighters had successfully been landed, found it acceptable that D’Oyly-Hughes hastened for home.

It has emerged that at least part of the urgency for the court martial stemmed from the C-in-C Home Fleet himself, and that Admiral Forbes was in full agreement with the diversion of the carrier. On 6 June, a signal was sent from the C-in-C reading: ‘Proceed to Scapa to enable a court martial to be held.’45

Glorious was no happy ship: there were serious personnel problems and a detrimental loss of confidence had developed between the carrier’s captain and some of his key officers. In particular there was a major issue of contention between Captain D’Oyly-Hughes and Commander John B. Heath over the operation of the ship’s aircraft. Guy D’Oyly-Hughes was a charismatic officer admired and liked by many, especially among the lower deck, but he was also one who held his own authority as absolute and would have no questioning of his orders. The historian Correlli Barnett describes D’Oyly-Hughes as ‘a throwback to the worst kind of arrogant, authoritarian and choleric Edwardian naval officer’ and quotes letters that paint a picture of a ‘very vain man [who] would not admit his ignorance on air matters and tried to enforce his views by bullying and bluster …’41 Squadron Leader Kenneth Cross of 46th Squadron, who was taken to Norway onboard Glorious and later landed back on the carrier with his Hurricanes for the journey home (see Chapter 12), characterised D’Oyly-Hughes as a ‘formidable-looking man, at least six feet tall and squarely built’, but also as ‘somewhat off-hand and very formal’. Cross noted on the way to Norway that things were not as they should be between Heath and his captain and became worried when Heath was not onboard when they returned to the carrier.42

D’Oyly-Hughes was a highly decorated submarine officer from WWI, but in spite of having learned to fly and spending ten months as executive officer on Courageous, he disagreed with the doctrines of the FAA and appeared ill at ease with the role of naval air power. From the time he came to the ship, D’Oyly-Hughes had tended openly to ignore the advice of his senior officers, and would decide himself what was best in each situation – so much so that his dispositions during earlier operations in the Norway campaign had led to a conflict, culminating in Commander Heath being put ashore at Scapa Flow to await court martial on the charge of cowardice. After the Hurricanes of 46 Squadron had been flown off two weeks earlier during the ship’s previous deployment to Norway, an already poor relationship between the two men had broken down completely when Heath objected to sending his Swordfish aircraft to attack ill-defined onshore targets near Mosjøen, arguing that the aircraft were unsuitable and the crews not trained for ground attack missions.43 The Air Staff Officer Lieutenant Commander (Air) Slessor had supported Heath and was also to be brought before the court marital, but had been kept onboard.44

Regardless of reason, allowing such a valuable ship to sail with an insubstantial escort is difficult to comprehend and can at best be characterised as ill-considered. In Admiral Wells’s defence, it must be argued that the lack of German surface and subsurface initiatives over the previous few months had made the Admiralty and most of the senior British officers too relaxed about the likelihood of attacks from the Kriegsmarine outside the Skagerrak. This was Glorious’s fifth mission to Norway, and the carriers had for quite some time made the four-hundred-mile round trip to northern Norway with only a limited destroyer escort. There was also a disturbing inability by the Admiralty to understand and react to available intelligence, not unlike what happened during Operation Weserübung in early April.46

Sigint had suggested that German naval forces had left the Baltic and that an operation in the North Sea was pending. On 29 May and again on 7 June, the OIC was informed by the naval section of the GC&CS at Bletchley Park of this information. OIC, however, still sceptical about the value of such novel techniques, in spite of the experiences from April, apparently did not forward the warning to the Home Fleet – partly because they were considered vague, partly because very few officers at OIC (and none at GC&CS) were aware of the evacuation from Norway for security reasons, and partly because the signals were interpreted as being related to increased U-boat activity. For the same reasons, Coastal Command was not informed either, resulting in a lack of specific air reconnaissance of the areas through which the convoys had to pass. Employment of long-range Sunderland flyingboats, even if few were available, could have made a vital difference but they were apparently not requested and therefore not offered.47

The heavy ships of the Home Fleet were dispersed due to a vague and erroneous report of a sighting by the ‘Q’ ship Prunella of unknown vessels heading towards Iceland. Admiral Forbes ordered Vice Admiral Whitworth to sea during the evening of 5 June with Repulse, Renown, the cruisers Newcastle and Sussex and five destroyers to intercept. but they found nothing.48 Having received warnings of German surface raiders at large in the Norwegian Sea, one can only assume the C-in-C and VAA would have declined Glorious’s request to proceed independently. By mid afternoon on the 8th, Glorious was on a course of 205°, to the west of the Lofoten Islands.

Captain D’Oyly-Hughes was taken completely by surprise when mastheads were sighted to the north-west, shortly after 16:00 – almost twenty minutes after the British ships had been sighted themselves. Irrespective of previous experiences on the Narvik runs, the ships were in a war zone, still within reach of land-based German aircraft and had every reason to be extremely vigilant. Glorious was at ‘fourth degree readiness’, i.e. at cruising stations with no special precautions. It appears that no lookouts were posted in the crow’s nest of the carrier in spite of the good visibility. Ardent and Acasta were stationed two cables (370 metres) on either bow, but being much lower on the water than the carrier; their lookouts were at a disadvantage. Neither of the ships had radar. Speed was seventeen knots, but as the carrier was cruising on only twelve of her eighteen boilers, speed could not be worked up as fast as the situation required. All evidence points to the likelihood that D’Oyly-Hughes was more concerned about U-boats than aircraft or surface raiders and the best defence against submarines was, in his opinion, speed and frequent course changes.49 If, as some sources suggest, the reason for not having aircraft in the air around the carrier was too few aircraft and tired pilots, she should never have sailed alone.
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Destroyer Ardent. (M Sellick collection)
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Destroyer Acasta. (PA Vicary)
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Once the first sighting was reported, Ardent was ordered to investigate while Acasta was ordered to cross over to the starboard side of the carrier, but remain close. Meanwhile, one Swordfish was ordered up to identify the strangers; the order was shortly after changed to two aircraft. Remarkably though, Glorious continued on a south-westerly course for a further fifteen to twenty minutes before D’Oyly-Hughes turned her south-east (bearing 160°) and increased speed while instructing Acasta to start making smoke.

At the start, however, no aircraft were ranged on deck, nor were there any in the air, either A/S patrol or air cover, in spite of having five 823 Squadron Swordfish and at least five Sea-Gladiators of 802 Squadron operational.51 One Swordfish and three Sea-Gladiators were at ‘ten minutes readiness’ but as long as the aircraft were kept below, this was an illusory safeguard. Only after the German battleships had opened fire were action stations sounded and orders given for Swordfish aircraft to be ranged on deck and prepared for take-off. The Swordfish were armed with A/S bombs though – useless against the battleships – and rearming to torpedoes would take some time.50 No orders were given at all to range the Sea-Gladiators. Initially, 823 Squadron was ordered to range one aircraft, then two and shortly after to range all aircraft. No aircraft would come even close to being ranged before Glorious took the first hit some thirty minutes after the first sighting. The fact that the German battleships emerged upwind is only a partial excuse. The wind that day is reported to have been less than ten knots, which means that even if steaming downwind, the Gladiators and Swordfishes could have made an emergency take-off from a cleared deck – even with a torpedo slung underneath, in the case of the Swordfish.

With one or more aircraft up during the day, Glorious might have been able to avoid interception or, at the very least, been able to warn the Admiralty and the rest of the evacuation fleet of the German battleships. Having the aircraft in readiness below deck was grossly insufficient on a fine day like 8 June. Without aircraft aloft, the carrier had no early warning and was virtually defenceless. ‘Glorious seems to have forgotten that she was a “Man of War”,’ was Admiral Pound’s comment when he heard from the few survivors how the carrier had arranged her defensive preparedness. An immediate turn to the south-east or east, away from the battleships, behind a smokescreen, while engaging the boilers and working up speed might also have improved the carrier’s chances of survival. According to Gneisenau’s log, Glorious was within firing range shortly after being sighted, and by not turning away she allowed the battleships to close fast.52

At the time of sighting the carrier, the German battleships were steaming on a bearing of 330° in line ahead at 69° 03’ N 03° 02’ E with Gneisenau in the lead and Scharnhorst on her starboard quarter. Speed was a leisurely nineteen knots. After an initial change of course to 030° at 16:00, Admiral Marschall made further alterations to starboard, on to 070° at 16:10 and finally on to 150° at 16:21, in order to bring the battleships into a favourable position for a running combat while maintaining a good arc of fire from the main batteries. While manoeuvring, speed was worked up to twenty-nine knots. The flagship opened fire at 16:27 with her main guns. Glorious was about 28,000 metres away (approximately fifteen nautical miles) and closing fast. During the first part of the engagement, the battleships were about 20,000–25,000 metres away from the carrier. Scharnhorst, plagued by her usual boiler troubles, was unable to increase her speed any further, while Gneisenau worked slowly up to 30.5 knots.53
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Alarm! At 15.46 on 8 June, Scharnhorst’s foretop reported smoke in the horizon. Kapitän zur See Kurt Cäsar Hoffmann upper left. (Author’s collection)



Marschall was worried that the carrier would be able to fly off aircraft and wished to render her flight deck inoperable as fast as possible. Hence, he steered to shorten the range while keeping out of range of Glorious’s own 4.7-inch guns. The 15-cm guns were given permission to open up on Ardent, who, undaunted, closed in on the big ships, flashing an identification query. By this time Lieutenant Commander Barker can have been in no doubt as to what he was facing and must have realised that the best he could do was to attack the two battleships, trying to give Glorious and Acasta some time to escape to the south. Being close enough, he turned onto a parallel course with the battleships and prepared to fire a series of torpedoes. Scharnhorst had taken the lead during the course change and the gunnery officer Fregattenkapitän Löwisch had long since trained his 28-cm guns on the carrier. At 16:30 permission to open fire was given. In addition to the carrier, Ardent was engaged with the secondary guns at some 14,500 metres.54 Assisted by radar and outstanding rangefinder optics, the German fire was accurate and fast. Scharnhorst’s third salvo found the range and Glorious started taking hits at 16:38, by which time the distance to the battleships was estimated to be 24,000 metres.
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Scharnhorst, temporarily ahead of Gneisenau, firing on Glorious. (Author’s collection)



The first 28-cm shells to hit the carrier went straight through the thin armour of the forward flight deck, destroying the two Swordfish about to be made ready to fly off, and exploded among the RAF Hurricanes below. This created a blazing petrol fire, which spread through the hangar – preventing further access to the torpedo stores and ending all efforts to arm and fly off any of the remaining three Swordfish. Fire curtains were lowered and the fire brought under control by the automatic sprays, but no aircraft could be launched due to the hole in the flight deck.55

Squadron Leader Cross wrote:


I suppose the time was about 4pm. I had hardly started tea when ‘Action Stations’ sounded over the ship’s public address system and the wardroom emptied in a rush…. There was the usual bustle of the ship going to ‘Action Stations’ but those on the quarter deck were staring at a couple of patches of smoke on the horizon astern of us. Just then, three columns of water appeared in the sea about forty yards away on our starboard quarter and I realised that this was no practice. I had a nasty sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach … I could see the flashes on the horizon and moments later would come the crash. The noise on impact was a great tearing sound like the tearing of calico many thousand times magnified. Soon the hangars were on fire, and a passing naval pilot said ‘Bad luck, your Hurricanes got it with the first salvo’. The built-in drenching apparatus put out the fire in the hangar, but at about this time, the ship began to list to starboard and this was accentuated by the violent zig-zag which we had been doing since the action started. We were going quite fast and I feared she might roll over. How long this went on I have no idea. No aircraft were able to take off from the ship. The crews of the anti-aircraft guns stood by their weapons but the enemy was never within range. It was just a matter of ‘taking it’ with no reply possible … Crashes and explosions were now continual with fires raging out of control and billowing clouds of black smoke enveloping the carrier. The PA system had long since ceased to function and the word to ‘Abandon Ship’ was passed from man to man.56



The executive officer of Scharnhorst, Korvettenkapitän Schubert saw things from the other side:


The escorting destroyer in the company of the aircraft carrier [Acasta] laid a smoke screen between the retreating carrier and the battleships, and thus effectively withdrew the carrier out of sight of the battleships. In carrying out this manoeuvre the destroyer steamed at high speed through the heavy fire of the two battleships. After laying the smoke screen, she took up position on the left edge of the smoke screen (as seen from the battleships), and from there opened fire on the two battleships. The salvoes fell very short as the range was much too great for the destroyer’s guns. The salvoes from the carrier also fell very short. The destroyer on the port side of the battleship force [Ardent] attacked with torpedoes and endeavoured in an extremely skilful manner to escape the effective defensive fire of the medium guns of the battleships by constant alterations of course. She fought with a dash which was outstanding in a hopeless situation. The destroyer received numerous hits and finally went down, steaming at high speed with her engines apparently undamaged and firing her forward guns to the last. The last fighting range was about 5 miles. After the battleship force had penetrated the smoke screen, the Glorious was again sighted at a great distance. The heavy guns opened fire from the bows and very quickly the aircraft carrier received further hits. The fighting range quickly narrowed, but still remained comparatively great. The carrier sustained a list to port and was on fire until it finally capsized.57
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Acasta laying smoke. (Author’s collection)



Petty Officer George Elliot explained to the Board of Inquiry:


… we were sitting down to tea. We had just had it as it happened and then I heard them pipe ‘Away 823 Squadron’. They piped them about four times, and then I heard them sound off Action Stations. When I arrived on the director platform, which was several minutes owing to the crush, I just looked over the side and I could the enemy bearing about Green 160. We did not actually do anything, sir, as they were out of range, so the First Lieutenant who was in the ‘A’ director told everybody to keep down under cover of the covering around the director platform. Some time after the action started, we lost communication with the bridge. The first Lieutenant could not get through to anybody on the bridge so he left his director and went on the bridge. I never saw the First Lieutenant again, sir. We began to get hit repeatedly and the order ‘Abandon Ship’ was passed through the broadcaster, which was still working so we just carried on independently and abandoned ship.58



Able Seaman William Pascoe likewise told his story:


I was on the cable deck and I heard them call away 823 Squadron. Just after that they sounded off ‘Action Stations’ so I went down and got my gas mask and went on the broadcaster [below the wheelhouse]. There was trouble getting up there as there were others coming down and after a very short time, the order came that there was a fire in the hangar. The Engineer Officer in the control room gave orders to flood ‘A’ hangar. Then they got a salvo right in the control position which killed a lot of chaps on top of the lift. Then she got struck in the bridge abaft the wheelhouse. I helped the Gunnery Officer and Lieutenant Commander Slessor down the hatch and I put a couple of tourniquets on a couple of chaps as best I could. The First Lieutenant came up to the bridge across the flight deck from forward. He was speaking to Lieutenant Commander Stevens – that is the CO of 823. The Captain came down off the bridge and went down the lift and went right back on the bridge again. Just after that the order came to ‘Abandon Ship’. That was given by Paymaster Commander Elliot, the Captain’s Secretary … We had orders to from Petty Officer Griffiths to help the Stokers up through the uptakes. We threw all the rafts that we had made in the ship over the side so I then went over the side by the port battery with the ropes that were supplied.59



Conditions onboard the carrier were rapidly becoming chaotic. Ernest Blackwell, Glorious’s warrant telegraphist, survived the sinking, and after five years as a prisoner of war, later wrote:


Huge hole in the Flight Deck with two or three Swordfish blazing at its edge. The upper hangar appeared to be on fire. A nasty wind seemed to be breaking up the smokescreen into isolated patches. Could see Ardent and Acasta through the screen as they appeared to be going in to attack. Splashes all around them. Glorious shook and I heard someone shout ‘below water line’. Abandon ship was piped. Went to Plot to see Signal Officer. Captain in the wheelhouse speaking in Engine Room Telephone. Heard him say ‘Give her all you got, Chief’ he then called ‘Cancel abandon ship’ I repeated this into SDO and RCO and continued to plot.60
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Glorious taking hits. (Author’s collection)



Only the two aircraft destroyed by the first hit ever reached the flight deck. Their remains eventually fell or were pushed overboard. Hits abaft the engine room started uncontrollable fires and shells penetrating the hull below the waterline resulted in water influx and a serious list to starboard. Shrapnel pierced a boiler casing, causing a temporary drop in steam pressure from two of the boilers. Pressure was restored though and the carrier continued steaming at well over twenty knots with the captain apparently still in charge of the ship.61 The battleships followed and closed the distance from 20,000 to 12,500 metres. Gneisenau, doing well over thirty knots, crossed Scharnhorst’s wake and started to overtake her, becoming the main hunter of both the carrier and Acasta. Scharnhorst focused on Ardent and ceased firing on Glorious just before 17:00. The main W/T aerial of Glorious was destroyed by a hit early on, and when both transmitter compartments below the island were destroyed not long after, the carrier was without proper means of communication (see below). One hit probably also pierced the boiler casing and smoke from the fire got into the air intakes as boiler pressure dropped temporarily. A series of hits on Glorious’s island in the meantime killed or seriously wounded almost everybody there as well as in the radio room below, including Captain D’Oyly-Hughes. The executive officer, Commander Lovell, assumed command of the ship.62 When another shell exploded in one of the boiler rooms, Glorious started losing speed, circling to port, and her fate was sealed. As her speed faltered, it allowed Scharnhorst and Gneisenau to close and station themselves one on each of the carrier’s quarters, where they could shell her at will. The smoke from the destroyers and the battered hull of the carrier itself made observation difficult and Gneisenau had to hold back after a while.

The destroyers were skilfully handled and remained operational in spite of repeated hits. There appears to have been no effort though, from either of the commanders to co-ordinate the two ships to make a joint attack. Ardent was hit very early in the engagement, probably by one of the first secondary salvoes from Gneisenau. She hid for a while in her own smokescreen, but regained speed and broke through to launch a salvo of four torpedoes. The tracks were seen, however, and easily avoided by both battleships, though one of the torpedoes passed close to Scharnhorst.

For the next twenty minutes or so, Ardent repeatedly emerged from her smokescreen, firing her 12-cm guns and at least five more salvoes of torpedoes – mainly at Scharnhorst, which was nearest to her. At least one shell hit the battleship, but it did little damage. Ardent was so close to the battleship that she came under concentrated fire every time she emerged and was repeatedly hit, though she managed to maintain her speed and manoeuvrability. Scharnhorst was also manoeuvred well and managed to dodge all the torpedoes fired at her while maintaining general course and speed.

At 17:01, Ardent emerged again, firing her fifth salvo of torpedoes. Scharnhorst’s secondary batteries were ready and this time the destroyer was badly hit. She lost speed and, listing sharply to port, turned away, fires raging in several places. Still, a last torpedo from the brave destroyer around 17:13 passed uncomfortably close in front of Scharnhorst’s bow. Scharnhorst’s 10.5-cm A/A guns also opened fire on the destroyer for a while until ordered to conserve their ammunition for a better purpose. At 17:25 Ardent’s mast was seen to break off, whereafter the destroyer capsized and sank.63 Roger Hooke was Ardent’s sole survivor and remembered after the war:


The Glorious ordered us to investigate and we steamed towards them fast and challenged them. It didn’t take us long to discover they were German battleships. The shells whistled like banshees and the very first salvo hit us in number one boiler room. This, of course, reduced our speed a bit and we endeavoured to put them off by laying a smoke screen and zig-zagging. But they hit us time and time again and the ship was being blown to bits and piecemeal. Considering the distance, the accuracy of their guns and rangefinders was fantastic. Though we kept firing our little guns were of no hindrance to them. We got into position and fired four torpedoes, but to me, the Germans didn’t seem to alter their course at all. Acasta and Glorious were making off to the westward. With plenty of steam escaping from Glorious. All the time the shells kept hitting us, killing and injuring so many men that at last the cry went up that it was every man for himself. The ship was listing badly to port, still making about 15 knots, and there was no way of stopping her, so that we couldn’t lower the boats to pick up the men who had already jumped for it. There was smoke and steam everywhere and the port side was under water … I watched the end of Ardent. There were officers and men still on deck and she was still under way when she disappeared. Strangely, she made hardly a whisper of sound.64
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The crew of Ardents B gun. (left to right, back row) Able Seaman Francis Leonard Horn, Leading Seaman Leonard Reid, Able Seaman John Dawson Yeoman, Able Seaman Alfred Dale, Able Seaman Bertram Leonard Bailey. (left to right, front row) Able Seaman Stanley William Elen, Able Seaman S Qubery. The last was apparently not onboard in June 1940, the rest went down with their ship. (M Sellick collection)



With Ardent gone, Scharnhorst shifted her secondary guns on to Acasta, which had stayed with the carrier, trying to give her protection through a smokescreen. The smoke from the funnel would not spread out, but smoke floats were used to good effect. Acasta was also concealed by her own smoke and she was for the moment too far away for the 15-cm guns to bear properly, so Scharnhorst’s fire was halted. Acasta left the vicinity of the carrier and attempted to lay belts of smoke in front of the approaching battleships. Glorious, now burning fiercely and listing heavily to starboard, re-emerged from the smoke, in spite of Acasta’s efforts to keep the screen up, and immediately came under fire again from both battleships. Numerous hits slammed into the already battered hull and her starboard list increased. The order to abandon ship was piped sometime between 17:20 and 17:30.

Scharnhorst was ordered by Admiral Marschall to cease firing on Glorious at 17:29. Ten minutes later, the fire from Gneisenau was also halted and shortly after 18:10, Glorious was seen for the last time. The survivors say that before she went, she righted herself, then heeled to port and sank on an even keel.65 Ernest Blackwell wrote:


I went over the side and stood on the rubbing streak. Cutter aft, manned to capacity, hanging at extent of falls but several feet from water. Someone is shouting for an axe. I saw no other boats or floats. Men forward, edging aft pushed me along until I reached a break in the rubbing streak, where I fell into the water. Glorious well over to starboard disappeared through a cloud of smoke and steam.66



Squadron Leader Cross recalled:


From all parts of the ship, carley floats began to be launched. These were rather like inflatable aircraft crew dinghies, except larger … Soon there was a trail of floats and other wreckage for some way behind the ship. There was no panic at any time, but sailors began to jump into the sea from the flight deck, a drop of some fifty feet … I thought it was about time I left. My naval friend ‘Ginger’ Marmont [said] ‘it’ll pay to jump pretty soon after a float gets dropped or you face a rather long swim because the ship’s still doing a fair speed’. I thanked him and removed my shoes. As the next carley float went over the side I jumped. I hardly went under at all, so effective was the Mae West I had on, and in a few strokes I reached the float and hauled myself onboard. I was one of the first in the float and one by one others joined. The great joy, who should come swimming along using an impeccable New Zealand crawl but Pat Jameson. ‘Permission to come aboard, Sir’ he called and I replied ‘Certainly, Jameson’.67
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The last moments of Glorious. (Author’s collection)



A single destroyer could not screen the carrier effectively and Commander Glasfurd must have decided it was time to act offensively. Whether this was done to try to protect Glorious and give her a chance to escape or a final effort to hit back at the German battleships after he realised Glorious was lost anyway, we shall never know. If the latter was the case, and he knew with certainty that Glorious was sinking, it might in fact have been a better decision to turn away and attempt to escape in order to report the presence of the battleships and shadow them until they could be brought to action by heavy British forces. In that case, a proper rescue operation might also have been organised.

Whatever his reasoning, Glasfurd took Acasta through her own smoke and emerged in the open. Able Seaman Cyril ‘Nick’ Carter was at the aft torpedo tubes and saw Glorious heel right over and starting to go down. Before he could see her last plunge, he had to concentrate on other matters:


The order came over the phone that we were going into 8,000 yards to get effective firing range and that we were going to have a torpedo attack and set Nos. 2, 3, 6 and 7 torpedoes to ‘W’ and these were the four torpedoes we fired … There was a shell went right through the forward messdeck and the pom-pom platform had been damaged. We then turned around and fired the other four [torpedoes] from the port side – they were not set to ‘W’. Immediately after that we got a heavy hit in the engine room and there was a great column of steam and the ship stopped … On the way forward two or three of the hands were killed with shrapnel and apparently the two cruisers were concentrating on us then. All this time, the guns were firing, except for the last bit. The foremost guns were bearing but not the after ones. The ship took a heavy list to port and the guns had to cease fire owing to the list of the ship. The order came to ‘stand by to abandon ship’.68



Carter saw what he believed to be two cruisers in quarter-line formation, one approaching bows on, the other on her port quarter. The torpedoes were fired locally from the torpedo control sight atop the tubes on a flag signal from the bridge. Coming out of the smoke, Glasfurd turned hard to starboard and, once the destroyer had straightened, ordered the torpedoes off, aiming for the nearest battleship, Scharnhorst, probably at around 5,000–7,000 metres. Torpedoes away, Glasfurd headed into the smokescreen again and ordered the remaining torpedoes to be prepared for a second run. This time, though, they were hit as soon as they emerged from the smoke. Later, Carter held that after the destroyer had been hit, he climbed back into his seat and fired off the last four torpedoes on his own initiative, lest they should explode if they were hit again.69 At the time, the tubes were still aiming in the direction of the German ships.

There is no mention of this in the report of the Board of Inquiry, but when asked if he had observed any hits, Carter told the board: ‘When we fired the first four, there was a cheer went up and the TGM told us we had hit one of the cruisers and after the action I was speaking to the phone number on the bridge and he said the Captain had congratulated the TCC.’ Before Acasta reached safety back in the protection of the smoke, she was hit in the engine room, stopping dead in the water. She was then seen sinking by those on the floats. Commander Glasfurd gave the order to ‘Abandon Ship’ by loudhailer from the bridge. According to Carter, the torn and battered Acasta ‘uprighted herself then took on a great list to starboard and went down by her stern’ – with the captain still on the bridge.70

Korvettenkapitän Schubert wrote:


The destroyer with the carrier [Acasta] closed to attack the battleship force, and at a very close range fired torpedoes at the battleships which took evasive action. At this stage of the battle, at about the time of the carrier capsizing, Scharnhorst received a torpedo hit on the starboard side by the heavy [aft] turret. As was revealed later, the hole torn in the ship’s side was of considerable extent. The magazines of the heavy turret were directly penetrated and caught fire. The starboard engine was put out of action and the starboard driveshaft, along with the shaft mountings, was torn away from the hull. A large amount of water entered the ship and the situation was becoming difficult. In particular the middle engine room was gradually filled with water.71



The torpedoes were reported by the foretop and Captain Hoffmann turned the bow of his battleship into the tracks while ordering his secondary guns to open fire at the destroyer again. It appears that either the foretop missed the tracks of one torpedo, or Scharnhorst resumed her main course too soon. At 17:34 the ship shuddered with an explosion on the starboard side aft, abreast the aft 28-cm turret. Smoke poured into the turret, which had to be evacuated. The starboard IV 15-cm turret also became inoperable. Below, a huge twelve-metre-long gash had opened up. Large amounts of water poured in and a marked list to starboard developed. The starboard engine seized and spreading fires meant that the aft magazines and shell rooms were flooded as a precaution. Speed dropped off towards twenty knots. Manoeuvring was not affected, though, and Hoffmann turned starboard over to close on the flagship. The port 15-cm guns remained operational and several shells hit the Acasta, damaging her seriously. Gneisenau also opened up on the daring destroyer, and within fifteen minutes she was a blazing wreck. With little hope of survival, Commander Glasfurd gave the order to abandon ship, having congratulated his crew with a successful attack.72 Many boats capsized as they were lowered, due to the swell, and they eventually had to rely on the rafts and floats. Some of the gun crew were not quite ready to give up yet, and in a defiant gesture fired a few more 4.7-inch shells. One of these hit the right-hand gun of Scharnhorst’s ‘Bruno’ turret and exploded with sparks and shrapnel peppering the superstructure. Commander Glasfurd was last seen waving encouragingly to his men from the bridge. Shortly after, the British destroyer righted herself, listed to starboard and sank, stern first.73

Scharnhorst was seriously hit and the ship’s speed fell away. In compartments III and IV, storerooms, magazines and fuel bunkers were flooded and a list developed to starboard. Water and fuel oil from ruptured bunkers poured into no. 1 turbine room and the centre turbine stopped at 18:05. Water was flooding through from the main coupling room into the starboard turbine room but the engine kept running for the time being, in spite of noises from the main thrust bearing of no. 3 turbine. The chief engineer ordered the centre turbine uncoupled and started pumping fuel oil to correct the list. No. 1 generator room was without steam and two boilers in no. 1 boiler room had to be shut down. Eventually, the bilge pumps started to have an effect and the levels of the flooding started to fall. The chief engineer reported the situation under control. Some 2,500 cubic metres of water had flooded various parts of the aft section, causing the battleship to trim almost three metres down by the stern, but counter-flooding had all but eliminated the list. Maximum speed was twenty-six knots but would drop to about twenty if the bent driveshaft on the starboard turbine seized. Attempts to re-couple the driveshaft failed and it eventually did seize around midnight, speed being reduced accordingly. Two petty officers and forty-six men had been killed by the torpedo hit and another three wounded.74 In the course of the action Scharnhorst had spent 212 rounds in sixty-nine salvoes from the main 28-cm guns and 842 rounds from the 15-cm guns (mainly against the Acasta). Gneisenau had spent 175 and 306 rounds, respectively. Admiral Marschall commented in his report:


The ammunition expenditure of 212 rounds in the Scharnhorst and 175 rounds in the Gneisenau, is slight and shows the effectiveness of the heavy turrets on the target. Regarding the choice of projectiles, it should be stated that a sufficient penetration was effected against the armour of Glorious with the H.E. shell base fused, and therefore the high expenditure of armour-piercing shells employed by Scharnhorst was not absolutely necessary. However, I approve the decision of the 1st Gunnery Officer of Scharnhorst [i.e. Schubert] to employ armour-piercing shells in order to impair the speed of the enemy under any circumstances.75



Admiral Marschall decided there was little else he could do under the circumstances but head for Trondheim. No attempt was made to recover any British survivors. Scharnhorst was in no state for further offensive operations and Gneisenau could not leave her on her own. It is reasonable to expect that the admiral at this stage regretted having sent Hipper and the destroyers to Trondheim already. With a full fleet, he could have continued north towards the other convoys with Gneisenau and Hipper while the destroyers escorted the crippled Scharnhorst southwards. As things were, he had no options. That was all the more fortunate for the evacuation fleet as the Admiralty, unknown to Marschall, still had no knowledge of his presence off Norway. Scharnhorst was ordered to fall into line astern and course was set towards Trondheim. Korvettenkapitän Schubert wrote:


The carrier had meanwhile capsized and sunk far astern of the ship. When the destroyer with her guns out of action ceased fire, the battleships did the same. The situation caused by the severe damage to the Scharnhorst made it necessary above all for the damaged ship to return to the nearest Norwegian harbour and for this the necessary steps had to be taken at once. The Narvik area was still in British hands and the nearest harbour was Trondheim. The two battleships, leaving the destroyer which was damaged but still afloat, proceeded southwards at a greatly reduced speed. It was not clear as to whether the torpedo hit on Scharnhorst was really scored by the destroyer in her advanced position or whether it was hit by a submarine. At first, the latter seemed more probable. To remain longer at the scene of action was, therefore, not justified.76



The British ships in the Narvik area had been directed by Lord Cork’s staff to shift their radios from ‘Narvik Area’ frequencies to ‘Home Station Wireless’ frequencies upon crossing the latitude of 65° N. It appears that Glorious, for reasons that are unclear, changed her radio frequencies to the latter around midday on the 8th, while still three hundred miles north of this line. Hence, there is a chilling possibility that her radio operators were sending the report of the German battleships on the wrong frequencies. On 8 June, carriers and cruisers in the Narvik area were listening on 230 kHz (FAA frequency) and 3,700 kHz (area frequency), while the destroyers were just on 3,700 kHz.77 The correct frequency for an enemy-sighting report would thus have been the area frequency. In the Narvik area that day, the FAA frequency was being used instead of the more normal ‘fleet frequency’ of 253 kHz because of ‘prohibitive interference’ on the latter.

It appears that Glorious had not received the information that the use of 253 kHz had been abandoned and so still had her main radio tuned into that frequency, while her secondary radio, due to the premature shift to Home Station Wireless frequencies, was on 8.29 MHz. Hence, both radios were tuned into frequencies that none of the ships or stations within reach was actually listening to. When the main W/T aerial was destroyed, the radio sets were connected to alternative aerials but these did not have the power and range of the main system. Most likely, the destroyers were on the same wrong frequencies.78

Ernest Blackwell, Glorious’s warrant telegraphist wrote:


I spent the afternoon in the D/F office, situated at the after end of the Flag Deck. Passing the Chart House on my way to tea at about 16:15, the captain stopped me and asked ‘on which wave do we make an Enemy report Mr. Blackwell?’ The Captain often asked such questions and I had no idea of the real situation, as I replied ‘253 kc/s, Sir, but knowing this area would suggest HF as well’. (Glorious had left the Narvik zone and had shifted to the Home waves at 13:00.) As I finished speaking, Action Stations sounded and the Captain thrust a message form into my hand saying ‘then make this quickly, both waves’ … Entering the Remote Control W/T Office (RCO), I called to the two operators already there to switch on Main and Second Office W/T sets. Handed the original signal to the 253 kc/s operator for transmission and told the H/F operator to carry on calling while I made out a copy of the signal to him. The message was self evident, reporting two Deutschland class battleships.79



Assuming this to be correct, it goes a long way towards confirming that the signals were sent on the wrong frequencies. It also incidentally confirms that no action stations were sounded until the German ships opened fire, almost half an hour after being sighted for the first time – even though four aircraft were on ten-minute readiness.

Being relieved at the RCO, Blackwell headed for the ‘beacon-set’ radio navigation equipment to check that it was operating satisfactorily. Returning once more to the RCO, he felt the carrier being hit and when back in the office, he learned that the main W/T aerial had been destroyed. While emergency connections were made, Blackwell made his way to the flight deck and found that the aft W/T mast on the starboard side had been shot clean away. During all this, the sound of gunfire was constant and he could feel the ship being hit. He later returned to the map room (the Plot):


In the Plot, the Signals Officer told me there had been no answer to the Enemy RI and he suggested we tried to get through on the Narvik waves either by shifting the frequencies on the main set, or by utilising aircraft general frequencies on the main set, one of which was fitted in the RCO and one in the Main Office. He favoured the latter method and by voice pipe ordered the RCO to get on Narvik frequencies, whilst I went to Main Office to get the set there on Narvik H/F … Heard and felt a heavy crash, apparently somewhere below main office. Valve in main transmitter broken and sending stopped.80



Attempts to get through on the GP-set continued, according to Blackwell. Shortly after, ‘Abandon Ship’ was piped and when he tried to get in touch with the RCO and the Plot, there was no reply. A runner confirmed that both places had been abandoned, as had the second W/T office on the port side. No further distress signals were apparently attempted at this stage. In the report of Vice Admiral Cunningham of First Cruiser Squadron onboard Devonshire, there is the following entry:


At 17:30, Devonshire intercepted a barely readable signal from Glorious to Vice Admiral Aircraft Carriers timed 16:40 which subsequent events have proved probably an amplifying report identifying two Pocket Battleships. As by 19:30, in spite of extra lookout being kept on all frequencies, there were no indications to confirm the doubtful enemy report intercepted from Glorious, reduced to 26 knots to conserve fuel.81



This transmission, on one of the weak 100-watt GP sets on the 3,700 kHz frequency was heard by Gneisenau, whose operators attempted to jam it. It is the only transmission officially registered by any British station. At 16:52, Gneisenau heard Glorious transmit a warning about two battlecruisers on 8.29 MHz. The signal had fluctuating strength, possibly due to interruptions in the power supply. At 17:19 Gneisenau heard Glorious again, this time on 3,700 kHz. Again an attempt to jam the signal was made. The B-Dienst onboard Gneisenau expected transmissions on 3,700 kHz and had a receiver pre-tuned to that frequency, both for listening and jamming. This was probably the signal received by Devonshire at 17:30.82

Officially, the signal received by Devonshire was ‘garbled’ and ‘barely readable’. Several members of the cruiser’s crew, however, later said that the signal was ‘sufficiently clear to cause considerable consternation on Devonshire’s bridge’ – even more so when it was realised that the signal would not be acted upon. Indeed, quite to the contrary, Vice Admiral Cunningham increased the speed of Devonshire to thirty knots, but otherwise maintained course and did not break radio silence. We shall never know what he understood or believed was happening, but according to Petty Officer Telegraphist Jenkins, in charge of the RCO, the signal was clear and contained all relevant details except a partly incomplete position and missing ‘time of origin’. This was later corroborated by one of his duty operators, Telegraphist Stanley Rogers, in a letter to David Brown, head of Naval Historical Branch at the National Archives, in 1996. In this letter Rogers explained that the signal, which was fully legible and ‘sent in excellent morse’, was ‘in no way garbled’, only incomplete. It was an enemy-sighting report, reporting two PBs (pocket battleships) – as held by Jenkins. Jenkins was summoned shortly after the signal had been sent to the bridge, so there is no doubt that the signal was understood.83

In all likelihood, Cunningham appreciated that Glorious was in distress and that he was within range to assist. He faced a serious predicament, though. Onboard Devonshire were 435 men and twenty-six women, including King Haakon, Crown Prince Olav, Prime Minister Nygaardsvold and most of his government with their staff and families, as well as British, French and Polish ministers, members of the Corps Diplomatique and 360 British and Norwegian officers and men. He had a choice to make, and he made it – the risk of further losses outweighed the potential success of a rescue attempt. Callous perhaps, but a choice that is very difficult to criticise for someone who was not there. In June 1940, Løytnant Skule Storheill was Norwegian liaison officer onboard Devonshire. In 1951, he was appointed vice admiral and C-in-C of the Norwegian Navy. In an interview for a television programme about the naval war in 1940, made many years later, he recounted:


Just after I was made C-in-C of the Norwegian Navy, His Majesty King Haakon pulled me aside one day asking: ‘Do you remember when we were together onboard Devonshire in 1940? That day, when we later learned that they had sunk the Glorious, Admiral Cunningham approached me, showing me a signal he had received regarding an emergency near by. I asked him, what are your orders? Cunningham answered: “To bring you safely to England”. No further words were spoken between us,’ the King said, ‘but I realised that this was not to Admiral Cunningham’s liking.’84



Assuming this to be reliably related by both King Haakon and Vice Admiral Storheill, it gives Vice Admiral Cunningham the credit for shouldering a tremendous responsibility in an impossible situation. He had been given clear orders by the Admiralty and jeopardising his ship and passengers was not really an option. At 17:30, Devonshire was probably less than forty or fifty miles from Glorious with the German battleships between them. If it is the case, as reported from the cruiser’s foretop, that one or two mastheads could be briefly seen, the battleships must have been very close, perhaps less than thirty miles away.85 The disappointment is that the British Navy and Ministry of Defence remain in denial to this day about the precise details of the event, rather than putting the case forward as an example of the challenges that may face senior officers at times of war – and that they needed to be prepared for.

Not until the morning of 9 June, when the hospital ship Atlantis met Valiant coming north to meet the retiring convoys, did the presence of the two German battleships become known and the C-in-C Home Fleet put to sea aboard Rodney, accompanied by Renown and six destroyers. Repulse, Newcastle, Sussex and destroyers Maori, Forester and Foxhound, off Iceland chasing non-existent German raiders, were ordered to join Valiant as quickly as possible. By the time German radio communiqués confirmed the tragedy of Glorious, Ardent and Acasta, the German battleships were already in Trondheim.

Meanwhile, German aircraft found Valiant on her way to join the second troopship convoy and, after some half-hearted attacks, started shadowing her, probably anticipating being led towards richer prey. When closing in on the convoy, which was holding far to the west, aircraft from Ark Royal drove off the shadowers and Valiant and her destroyers fell in about 22:00 near 67° 30’ N 1° W. During the night further aircraft tried to attack the convoy but the fire from the warships and Ark Royal’s aircraft fought them off, shooting down at least one German aircraft. In the morning of the 10th, Vice Admiral Whitworth arrived with Repulse, Newcastle, Sussex and the destroyers. The two cruisers continued to join the last convoy from Harstad while Repulse joined the troopships. Little else happened after this, and the convoy arrived safely in the Clyde on the 12th, closely followed by Newcastle and Sussex with the storeships. Repulse and Valiant parted company when the convoy passed the Orkneys and dropped anchor in Scapa Flow during the evening of the 11th. Ark Royal joined Admiral Forbes, who was heading in the direction of Trondheim to see if an attack on the German ships reported to be there would be possible.86

There were quite a few survivors from Glorious. A good number of men (probably as many as nine hundred) managed to get onto carley floats or rafts, but provisions and water were lacking in most of them. It was cold, below 10° C, and a rough sea made several of the floats capsize. Others had to stay in the water for lack of space on a float. Most of the men in the water perished quickly and within hours, those onboard the carley floats started to die too – from exhaustion, shock and exposure. Petty Officer Elliot told the Board of Inquiry:


We all got into the carley float and everybody seemed happy – they were singing. The officer on my carley float was trying to keep everybody happy and it went like that for a few hours. After about six hours, the first man began to go a bit queer in his head, and after a time he just simply sank down and died. Then it went on like that for a long time – people just collapsing into the water and just dying there. When there got a lot of bodies we just threw them over the side and we got a bit weaker ourselves then, sir. Eventually it left only three of us in the raft. 87



There was no water in the carleys and no protection. Many passed rapidly into a state of shock. On one float, eighteen of twenty-two men died during the first night. On the float of Squadron Leader Cross and Flight Lieutenant Jameson, half of the thirty-seven survivors died within hours and, not long after, their number was reduced to seven.88 To make matters worse, a British cruiser was sighted five miles to the north-west on the 9th and, later in the day, two aircraft from the Ark Royal passed overhead. The pilots saw wreckage and bodies but did not notice any survivors, nor did they realise the significance of the debris. Likewise, Southampton sighted several bodies in the water at 68° 54’ N 04° 07’ E, but did not stop to investigate. The Norwegian steamer Marita, heading from Tromsø to the Faeroes, came across empty rafts – some with dead bodies, five of which were retrieved. She also observed a heavy oil slick a little further to the south-east.89

Eventually, Borgund, a small Norwegian steamer also en route from Tromsø to the Faeroes, ventured into parts of the debris field on the 11th, three days after the ships had been sunk.90 In all, Borgund rescued thirty-eight men, including Able Seaman Carter, the sole survivor from Acasta.91 They were landed at Torshavn in the evening of the 13th. The Norwegian auxiliary Svalbard II, also on its way to Britain, picked up a further five men, including Glorious’s warrant telegraphist Blackwell. Finding the survivors, who were all that was left of the forty men originally in the raft, too exhausted to last the trip, however, Svalbard II returned to Norway where the men were set ashore and taken to a hospital at Stokmarknes, where one of them died. The remaining four were eventually made prisoners of war.92 A similar fate befell two men from Ardent, picked up by a German He115 floatplane and brought to Trondheim. Of these, Seaman Robert Jones later died while Able Seaman Gunner Roger Hooke lived to become the sole survivor from Ardent.93

There were no survivors from the bridge of Glorious nor from any position of significant command, leaving most tactical and technical details of the action unknown. Among the 1,515 men lost were nearly all the FAA pilots, as well as the RAF pilots who had landed their machines onboard Glorious the day before – except Cross and Jameson of 46 Squadron, Petty Officer Richard Leggott of 802 Squadron and Sub-Lieutenant Ian MacLachlan of 823 Squadron. None of the Gladiator pilots from 263 Squadron survived.94

Commander John Heath was appointed executive officer of Vindictive to calm the situation. Later, he was cleared of all charges and served with distinction throughout the war, finishing his career as commanding officer of HMS Heron at Yeovilton.95

Rear Admiral Destroyers recommended Lieutenant Commander Barker of Ardent and Commander Glasfurd of Acasta for the posthumous award of the Victoria Cross. In August, the head of Commission and Warrant Branch wrote:


It is suggested that the cases of Acasta and Ardent are not the same. Ardent was detached to challenge the enemy and probably ordered to screen Glorious with smoke. Her challenge was answered by gunfire, which sank her while she was carrying out her orders. Acasta laid a smoke screen across the track of Glorious, turned through it, and was sunk after carrying out a torpedo attack at 8,000 yards … It was not, therefore, due to any special initiative taken by Ardent that she was lost. Acasta, on the other hand made a very gallant attempt to damage the enemy … with a view to helping Glorious to escape.96



Elaborating further that, based on the available statements from the survivors, it was not possible to determine the absolute sequence of events or Commander Glasfurd’s reasoning at the time, the Commission felt ‘unable to put forward the recommendation with any assurance and so reluctantly submit that a Posthumous Mention in Despatches (PMiD) would be the more correct award’. 97 And that was it. Glasfurd, Barker and Royal Marine Sergeant Norman Jagger of Glorious were approved for PMiD, while the surviving Sub-Lieutenant MacLachlan was awarded a MiD.

Admiral Marschall, certain that his operation was compromised, was apprehensive after the event and wanted to depart the area as soon as possible. Scharnhorst was not battleworthy and it was imperative to get her into harbour for repairs as soon as possible. Course was set for Trondheim. Scharnhorst received a series of signals from the flag, requesting situation reports and damage repair progress. Hoffmann reported that the centre turbine room was flooded and the auxiliary engines submerged. Although the pumps were effective, there was no way of saying when the job would be done and since both cruising and intermediate turbines had been under water they would not become operational for a long time yet. The B-Dienst reported very little British radio traffic during the night, however, and it occurred to Marschall that the British Admiralty and Home Fleet might not be aware of him after all.98 By 09:50 on the morning of 9 June the destroyers Lody, Steinbrink and Galster arrived to screen the heavy ships and, after passing down Frohavet, the squadron reached Trondheimsfjorden without incident around 14:30.

The SKL did not endorse Admiral Marschall’s conduct of Operation Juno. In their view, the decision to attack the convoys was ‘… operationally unwise’ as it risked revealing the presence of the battleships off northern Norway before their main task, the attack on Harstad. Even if the convoys had been intercepted, it would not have relieved the pressure on Dietl’s forces at Narvik. The SKL also believed that the torpedo hit on Scharnhorst could have been avoided through a better tactical disposition of the ships. The interception of Glorious was ascribed to ‘… an extraordinary stroke of luck’ but withdrawing the ships to Trondheim afterwards was a downright mistake.99 This can be seen as a hard judgement of Admiral Marschall’s conduct of the sortie. It is also possible to see it as a classic conflict between the commander at the scene and the command staff at home – in this case, no less than two levels of the Naval High Command. The origin of the operation stemmed from the Kriegsmarine’s wish to assist Dietl and his men in their difficult situation in Narvik. What effect an attack on Harstad would have had in reality is arguable. At the time Operation Juno was conceived, the harbour had to a large extent lost its strategic importance – and by midday on the 8th there were no Allied forces left.

The lack of appropriate intelligence of the situation in the region was a fundamental flaw in the planning of Operation Juno, and this became all the more significant as the land-based command (Saalwächter and Group West, as well as Raeder and the SKL) stubbornly refused to modify the objectives as the picture of what was happening gradually improved. The lack of speed with which the information moved in the German system was an issue in itself, in spite of the best intentions. The navy, army and Luftwaffe had operational centres in Trondheim, but it does not appear that they managed to coordinate intelligence, objectives or actions. Had Admiral Marschall been informed that there was a withdrawal in progress at an earlier stage, his dispositions might have been different. Group XXI in Trondheim was informed by Dietl during 8 June, the same day that Oil Pioneer, Orama and Glorious were sunk and the German forces were split. A swift inter-service analysis of the situation and a pragmatic response to the development on the German side could have made a significant difference in the days to come. The air reconnaissance in reality was nothing like what had been anticipated as a precondition in the operational planning. This has been blamed on the weather, but weather on the 7th was fair and on the 8th was excellent, at least offshore.

Marschall’s reluctance to take the battleships inshore is very understandable; had he entered Andfjorden-Vågsfjorden on the night of 8/9 June, he would have found nothing at Harstad to attack, but this meant little. He had engaged Glorious despite orders to avoid action and the severe damage to Scharnhorst during the engagement was undeniable. The fact that the sinking of Glorious was a major blow to the Royal Navy, who had lost one of only three operational carriers in Europe, was irrelevant. Admiral Marschall was relieved of his command as Flottenchef, even before the operation was formally concluded, and replaced by Vizeadmiral Lütjens on 18 June.100

Operation Juno was a tactical victory for the Germans, but one arguably not worth the price. The damage to the battleships, in addition to the Weserübung losses, meant that the Kriegsmarine was all but neutralised for a long period, and the bases – which were what Weserübung was meant to be all about – were less than useful for the Germans. Even more so as the conquest of France would change everything.

Trondheim

The German battleships headed for Trondheim. At 01:55 on the 9th, Scharnhorst flew off her Arado 196 to warn the base, without having to break radio silence, that they were coming. A 09:30, Halten Lighthouse was sighted and half an hour later, the destroyers Lody, Galster and Steinbrinck came into sight – they were deployed on anti-submarine stations – and the force entered Frohavet. At 15:37, anchor was dropped off Munkenholmen just outside Trondheim harbour, where Hipper and the destroyers had arrived the day before. All ships lay with three hours’ notice on their engines.101 Trondheim and Trondheimsfjorden had become the nerve centre of the Kriegsmarine, very much as envisaged by Raeder, Dönitz and the SKL before the invasion. It was an ideal port for sorties into the Norwegian Sea and the Atlantic, being outside the Bergen-Shetland Narrows and well away from Scapa Flow. There was, however, a rather long and narrow approach, which facilitated submarine surveillance, and the area lay just within the range of aircraft based in the north of the British Isles. Almost as soon as the ships arrived, a Blenheim of 254 Squadron passed overhead on a reconnaissance mission – for the first time since their departure from Kiel the week before, Whitehall had firm knowledge of the whereabouts of the German battleships.
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Trondheim harbour on the morning of 9 June. The destroyer left of centre is Schoemann, Admiral Hipper is in the background and the tanker Dithmarschen is to the right. (Author’s collection)



A signal from Group West advised that Scharnhorst should depart as soon as possible and head south, escorted by the torpedo boats Greif and Kondor, which arrived in Trondheim on 10 June. While a conference was held with the German command onshore, divers from the repair ship Huascaran investigated the damage to Scharnhorst. The hole was reported to measure twelve by four metres. Bad enough, but it would be possible to patch it up temporarily for a safe return journey to a German dockyard. The starboard engine was beyond repair at the moment, but the central engine could be temporarily repaired and restarted for the transfer. It would take some days to complete, but Captain Hoffman could not give an exact prediction.

The weather over Trondheim on 11 June was fair with a fresh breeze and a few scattered showers in the morning. The cloud base was at five hundred metres and below that the visibility was good. The German fleet was confirmed as being in Trondheim and twelve Hudsons of 269 Squadron were scrambled to attack. The aircraft, led by Wing Commander Pearce, were airborne from Sumburgh, Shetland, at 11:30 and arrived over Trondheim about three hours later. The Hudsons, far better suited for long-distance reconnaissance missions than aggressive attacks on well-armed anchorages, attacked in threes from the south-west, releasing their 125-kg SAP (semi-armour piercing) bombs from just under the cloud base. The A/A guns of Scharnhorst were hampered by the repair ships – Parat tied to port and Hans Lody and Kondor to starboard – and could not fire until they had cast off. The other ships had no such obstacles, keeping the British aircraft very high. Despite claims of hits, none of the ships was damaged, even if several bombs fell close to Hipper. Leaving the fjord, the Hudsons were intercepted by four Messerschmitt Bf109 fighters of II/JG 77 and one Bf110 Zerstörer of 3./ZG 76 from Værnes. Two Hudsons were shot down. The returning Hudsons claimed at least two hits on the battleship, but according to the German reports no bomb fell nearer Scharnhorst than two cables (370 metres). Two of the smaller ships had minor damage.102

In the meantime it had become clear to the German Command that the Allies were in fact evacuating Norway and the naval staff were not pleased with the Flottenchef having withdrawn his ships to Trondheim. There was little time to lose – after refuelling, the operational ships were ordered to resume the operation against the convoys that were reported off Lofoten on a south-westerly course. Admiral Marschall sailed with Gneisenau, Admiral Hipper and the destroyers Lody, Galster, Schoemann and Steinbrinck at 09:00 in the morning of 10 June. After clearing Frohavet in the early afternoon, escorted by He115s stationed in Trondheim, the ships worked up to twenty-seven knots. The escort turned back later in the afternoon and just after their departure, a surfaced submarine was sighted from Hipper, off her port quarter. Marschall was in a quandary. The departure was obviously compromised and to make matters worse, a signal came from Group West warning of heavy British forces operating on the convoy routes. Not long after, another signal from Group West ordered Marschall to abandon the sortie and he turned back at 20:10.103

The submarine sighted from Hipper was the 1,850-ton River-class Clyde, which had sailed from Rosyth on 4 June and been ordered to patrol off Trondheim once the reports of the German battleships there had been received. Arriving off the entrance to Frohavet the day before, Lieutenant Commander Ingram was met by a number of He115s, making it difficult to surface and charge the batteries. At midday on the 11th, batteries becoming low, he sighted the masts of a pocket battleship and a Hipper-class cruiser. They were well out of torpedo range and Clyde was not fast enough, even on the surface, to maintain contact.104 On receipt of Ingram’s report, a Sunderland of 204 Squadron was scrambled at 16:00 with orders to search an area on either side of the reported course. As the ships had turned back, however, there was nothing to find. Neither did an extensive air reconnaissance from the Home Fleet encounter anything. During the night, the German ships re-entered Frohavet, once again sighted by Clyde, and, escorted by aircraft from Trondheim, passed safely back into the fjord in the early morning.

Thanks to Clyde’s reports it was clear that several large ships were in Trondheim, and regular reconnaissance flights were initiated over the port, largely by Blenheims of 254 Squadron.

The Admiralty decided a concentrated effort was needed and ordered Ark Royal to launch an air strike against Trondheim. Two squadrons of Blackburn Skua II dive-bombers, 800 and 803 Squadrons, were embarked, as were twenty-one Swordfish torpedo aircraft of 810 and 820 Squadrons. Only a limited number of the available Skua pilots had any dive-bombing experience but it was still decided to give preference to bombers rather than torpedo carriers. In the early hours of 13 June, fifteen Skuas were flown off Ark Royal from a position two hundred nautical miles north-west of Trondheim (64° 58’ N 04° 38’ E), each armed with one 250-kg SAP bomb. These bombs, though they had been effective against the deck armour of the light cruiser Königsberg, would normally not penetrate the armour of a Scharnhorst-class battleship.105 To inflict any serious damage would require a torpedo delivered by a Swordfish, but these aircraft remained onboard the carrier.

It was a complicated operation that had been devised. Long-range RAF Blenheim Mk IV fighters of 254 Squadron were to meet the Skuas offshore and act as escort. The Skua attack was also to be co-ordinated with a simultaneous attack on Værnes by Beaufort bombers of 42 Squadron to keep the fighters there busy. Both RAF units would be at the limit of their operating range and were required to arrive off Norway at a precise time after several hours’ flying in unpredictable weather conditions. Lieutenant Commander Casson, commander of 803 Squadron and Captain Partridge of 800 Squadron expressed great concern over the mission. German fighters were known to be at Værnes and the long overland approach up the fjord towards the anchorage would make the unwieldy Skuas very vulnerable. From the landfall at Frøya Island, it would be about half an hour before they reached Trondheim and they were bound to be sighted. Vice Admiral Wells was adamant, however, the decision had been taken and the two leaders were instructed to brief and prepare their squadrons. It was believed that the presence of the two RAF squadrons would swing the balance in British favour, giving the Skuas an opportunity to attack while the German fighters were busy with the Beauforts and the Blenheims.
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Port midship gun cluster of Scharnhorst. The lower single-barrel is a 15-cm gun. The upper two open mountings are twin 10.5-cm flak guns, very efficient A/A weapons. (Author’s collection)



Most things went very wrong on the 13th, which was to become one of the worst days of the war for the FAA. Only five of 254 Squadron’s Blenheims were operational and two had to turn back over the North Sea due to engine problems. The three remaining fighters encountered strong headwinds and realised en route that they would never reach the offshore rendezvous in time. Hence, course was altered directly for Frøya, but nevertheless they arrived far too late to make any difference. The Beaufort bombers on the other hand arrived too early. During the approach, four of them flew within sight of the light cruiser Nürnberg east of Grip. Nürnberg was heading for Trondheim in support of the forces there and reported the north-eastbound enemy aircraft to Trondheim at 02:34 German Time (i.e. 01:34 British time – about the time that the Skuas made landfall at Frøya). In addition, German aircraft shadowing the fleet had seen the Skuas flying off so the defences were duly alerted.

There was no way that the Beauforts could delay their attack and they headed straight for Værnes. Due to the presence of the battleships at Trondheim, a strong fighter presence had been gathered at Værnes and due to the warnings, four Bf109s of II/JG 77 and four Bf110s of I/ZG 76 were airborne when the bombers arrived. The bombs did little damage to the airfield; when the Beauforts headed back, the Messerschmitts gave chase – and found the largest number of unescorted Skuas they had ever seen.106

Having made landfall at Halten Lighthouse, the strike force first flew inland and then turned south, approaching at ten thousand feet. Casson’s nine aircraft of 803 Squadron formed line ahead and dived down towards Scharnhorst’s bow shortly after 02:00. It is interesting to note that the Skuas were not sighted from Scharnhorst before they were in the dive, in spite of the early warnings received and the fact that the air-raid alarm had been forwarded to the other ships by USW radio. It is possible the aircraft were not sighted because the ships were still surrounded by morning mist at sea level.107 Once they were sighted, however, intense and accurate A/A fire from the ships and shore batteries struck the bombers. The Messerschmitts let the Beauforts go and turned for the new quarry. Attacking from the beam or low from behind, the fast fighters took a heavy toll on the Skuas. Evasive action was limited to side-skidding using their rudders in order not to lose their position for the attack and several were shot down even before lining up for the dive. Captain Partridge took his six aircraft of 800 Squadron in a wider swing for a separate attack over the stern. Soon, his aircraft were also under attack. He later wrote:


The German A/A fire opened up. I think only those who have experienced it can appreciate the volume of fire that a concentration of warships, supported by a considerable number of shore batteries can put up, and can understand when I describe this barrage as intense with tracer bullets floating upwards and past us in thick showers. Johan Casson swung away to port putting his aircraft in open line astern and I did the same to starboard. As I did so I saw a twin-engine Me110 flash past us heading for the other squadron and shortly afterwards a Skua spiralling downwards in flames. We were going to be sitting ducks for these Messerschmitts and I wondered how many of us were ever going to be able to get into a proper dive-bombing position to drop an accurate bomb. Robin [Bostock] suddenly said ‘Me109 port quarter’ and I took violent evasive action so that he shot past and under us. As I pulled round in a very tight turn I could see that all the Skuas of both squadrons were scattered and acted independently and there were 109s and 110s all over the place. I saw one Skua carrying out what appeared to be a beautifully controlled dive-bombing attack on the further large ship but also had a fleeting glance of his dive getting lower and lower until he hit the water at full power with a horrible crash.108



Some of the Skuas managed to survive and eventually nosed over for the dive. Two hits were claimed on the Scharnhorst by the pilots who eventually returned, but German sources only record one. This bomb, probably dropped by Lieutenant Spurwey, diving directly behind Partridge, bounced off the deck armour behind No. 4 port 15-cm turret, ricocheted onto a crane and rolled underneath the overhang of the damaged C turret without exploding. The fuse was lying on the deck beside the bomb, having broken off on impact. Two other bombs fell fifty metres from the sides of the ship, one to port and one to starboard. These bombs were most likely dropped by Partridge and Lieutenant Gibson. Had Spurwey’s bomb exploded, the guns and superstructure in the vicinity above deck would certainly have been damaged, but it is very unlikely that the armoured deck itself would have been harmed. The 250-kg SAP bombs had less explosive force than the shells that had hit Blücher in Oslofjorden on the night of 9 April and Scharnhorst’s armour was thicker than that of the cruiser. The reason why the bomb did not penetrate the deck and explode could be that it was either dropped from too low a height to gain sufficient velocity or at too shallow an angle so it bounced off rather than penetrated – or a combination of both. In these early days of dive-bombing there was certainly a tendency to stay low in the interests of accuracy.109
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Trondheim harbour in the morning of 13 June, photographed from one of the surviving Skuas. Scharnhorst and four destroyers are marked. The ‘small cruiser’ is probably Nürnberg, having just arrived. (National Archives 199/480)



Within seconds of dropping their bombs, the Skua crews found they were fighting for their lives again. The fighters had broken off the attacks when the Skuas dived in order to be out of harm’s way from their side’s own flak, but as soon as the dive-bombers pulled out of the dive and headed away from the central harbour, the Bf109s and Bf110s were there again. Several Skuas were claimed to have been shot down by the warships, but in all likelihood the majority, if not all of them, were shot down by the fighters. The Skuas that stayed low after bombing, hiding in the morning mist, generally escaped but the fighters quickly disposed of those attempting to climb and another four bombers fell to the guns of the Messerschmitts. Of the sixteen men shot down, six were killed and ten captured. Both squadron commanders were among those missing, but both survived and eventually turned up in German prisoner-of-war camps. After having been attacked several times, Partridge felt:


The odds surely were stacking against us … Robin suddenly said ‘one attacking from astern and one on starboard beam’. This was decidedly awkward … I felt a thud that shook the aircraft and a large piece about the size of a soup plate came away from my starboard wing. It was probably a cannon shell but as it was outboard of the ailerons I still had control of my aircraft. They were circling and climbing ready for another attack – but this time there was no warning or firing from Robin. Suddenly the petrol tank behind my instrument panel, only a foot or two from my lap, went up in a roar of flames. From then on my actions were essentially reflex and must have been carried out at lightning speed.110



Partridge, his face badly burned, baled out, but Robin Bostock did not and went down with the Skua, which crashed into the fjord. Partridge was eventually rescued by Norwegians and nursed back to life, only to be arrested a few days later, and spent the next five years as a prisoner of war.

By 03:45 only seven survivors had landed back on Ark Royal and it was realised with a shock that four Skuas from each squadron had been lost, including both squadrons’ commanders. The Blenheims turned up after the attack was over and could do nothing but escort the surviving Skuas back to the carrier before heading back home. By the time they landed at Sumburgh, after over seven hours airborne, their tanks were literally empty. The Beauforts also returned safely to base although one crashed on landing, possibly from A/A damage sustained over Værnes.111
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Two columns of smoke appear to be rising from Scharnhorst (right). One is from her funnel, the second is most likely from the bomb – even if it did not explode. (National Archives 199/480)
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Leaving Trondheim behind, the Skuas withdraw. The ‘fire onshore’ is from one of the downed dive-bombers. (National Archives 199/480)



Apart from reconnaissance over-flights by the RAF, the next few days were relatively uneventful in Trondheim harbour. There were no bomb-disposal experts around, so the unexploded bomb on Scharnhorst’s deck was hoisted outboard by a crane and jettisoned, the position noted for later.

The ships’ own Arado aircraft were kept busy on anti-submarine patrols in the fjord and outer approaches and on the 26th Hipper’s Arado, flown by Lieutenant Frendenthal with Unteroffizier Koch in the backseat, sighted a submarine at 02:25, east of Nordøyan Lighthouse. Two 50-kg bombs dropped from three hundred metres straddled the boat and several hits from the 20-mm cannon were seen. The submarine dived with an apparent list, leaving air bubbles and an oil slick. The claim for a sunken submarine was accepted and Admiral Marschall awarded the Iron Cross, First Class, to the crew. The submarine in question was Triton, on patrol at the northern entrance to Frohavet. Lieutenant Commander Watkins reported the attack, but also that he took his boat down to seventy metres and escaped unharmed.112
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The salvaged wreckage of the Skua flown by Lieutenant Cecil H Filmer. He was attacked by two Bf110s and crash-landed in shallow water west of Trondheim. Both Filmer and his TAG TA McKee survived and were taken prisoner. (Author’s collection)
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The burning wreckage of the Skua flown by Sub-Lieutenant Richard Bartlett. He was shot down by a Bf109 and crash-landed on land west of Trondheim. Both Bartlett and his TAG LG Richards survived and were taken prisoner. (Ola Vagnild via Ø Lamo)



Scharnhorst

Scharnhorst’s own engineers and those from the repair ship Huascaran worked hard to repair the damage to the battleship’s engines, but a specialist engineer had to be flown in from Germany to uncouple the cruising turbine. In the meantime, the hole in the side was patched up and on 18 June, Captain Hoffmann took Scharnhorst into the fjord for trials. During the trials, the starboard driveshaft seized, but the central engine still functioned and she made a fair fifteen knots. The following day, twenty-four knots was achieved without further problems and orders were given to start preparations for the return to Germany for full repairs. In the early evening of 20 June, Scharnhorst left Trondheim, escorted by Lody, Schoemann and Steinbrinck, the torpedo boats Greif and Kondor, and three minesweepers from 1st Minesweeper Flotilla.113 They headed south via Trondheim Leads, Yttrefjorden and Gripholmen. Gneisenau, Hipper and Galster left shortly before, under the command of the new Flottenchef, Lütjens, but turned north-westwards once offshore to attack the British auxiliary cruiser patrol line south of Iceland in a diversionary action. Jaguar and Falke joined Scharnhorst’s group on 21 June.

The departure of the battleships from Trondheim went unobserved by the British. Coastal Command had kept a standing patrol of three Hudson aircraft over western Norway south of 62° N since the 18th, however, for such an eventuality. At 12:04 on 21 June the northernmost Hudson sighted Scharnhorst and her escort off Sognefjorden, and started to shadow the squadron from a distance. The Hudson was low on fuel though, so a sighting report was sent, along with a request for relief. The message was picked up by Group West and, after decrypting, forwarded to Scharnhorst at 13:08. Shortly after, a Sunderland from 204 Squadron took over the shadowing but was eventually driven off by the combined efforts of Scharnhorst’s Arado and some Bf109s that had arrived as escort – after one of the Messerschmitts had been shot down. Captain Hoffmann could not relax for long though as another signal from Group West warned him of the presence of the submarine Severn to the south, near Utsira, and there was bound to be air attacks as well.

The first of the air attacks came only a couple of hours later. Steinbrinck sighted six aircraft coming in low from the east a little after 16:00. These were Swordfish from 821 and 823 Squadrons, based at Hatston in the Orkneys. The pilots were very inexperienced and had only limited torpedo training – this was the first attack in earnest on any ship at sea for any of the pilots. The flak from the ships was intense, but undaunted the pilots pressed on to launch their torpedoes. Due to lack of tactical training, they flew into the attack from the same side, dropping their torpedoes in parallel tracks, which Scharnhorst could avoid with some ease through swift evasive action. Two of the aircraft were shot down.

Immediately following the Swordfish attack, four Hudsons, two each from 224 and 233 Squadrons, made a high-level bombing attack, but they scored no hits either. The aircraft of Squadron Leader Dunstan Feeny of 233 Squadron was hit by flak, disintegrating in the air. The others were intercepted by Bf109s from Sola airfield, alerted by the Swordfish attack. The Hudsons escaped into the clouds but one aircraft was badly damaged and crash-landed back at Sumburgh.114
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Air attacks on Scharnhorst in the afternoon of 21 June, off Utsira. (Upper) The Hudson of Squadon Leader Feeny of 233 Squadron breaking up and going down in flames. (Lower) The nearest bombs dropped by the Beauforts of 42 Squadron were less than a hundred metres away, but no hits were scored. (Author’s collection)
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A Sunderland flyingboat stayed on the tail of the fleet in spite of attempts to drive it away and the next attack followed within an hour – this time by nine Beauforts of 42 Squadron flying out of Wick, each armed with two 250-kg SAP bombs.115 The Beauforts attacked from landward (or port side) in a steep dive and Hoffman was forced to take a series of evasive actions, but managed to keep Scharnhorst out of harm’s way. Flak and the escorting fighters of II/JG 77 shot down three of the attackers. The last attack of the day came off Karmøy at 17.50 when a further six Hudsons of 269 Squadron from Wick made another high-level attack. The German air cover now consisted of ten Bf109 fighters and a number of other aircraft, however, so the Hudsons were driven off and the bombs never threatened the battleship.

At 22:07, Scharnhorst dropped anchor at Dusavik outside Stavanger while the smaller ships of the escort took on fuel for the remaining journey. The fleet continued at 04:00 the next morning, sheltered by a thick, low cloud base that kept the British aircraft away. Hoffmann stayed close to the Norwegian coast, covered by Bf109s and other aircraft from Sola and Kjevik, and entered Skagen at 18:50 that same evening without further incident. Kiel was reached at 22:26 on 23 June and the following day Scharnhorst moved into floating dock ‘C’ where the repairs could commence.

The damage to the starboard driveshaft and turbines turned out to be more serious than at first realised. Scharnhorst would not leave the dockyard until 21 November, and operational readiness was only achieved in 1941.116

Gneisenau

After departing from Trondheim just ahead of Scharnhorst and her entourage in the afternoon of 20 June, Gneisenau, Hipper and Karl Galster signalled farewell at the mouth of the fjord and turned north-eastwards. Entering the inner leads off Torvik after crossing Frohavet, they stayed inshore as far as Værøy before turning north-west towards open sea near Kya Lighthouse. Leaving sheltered waters, the three ships met a heavy swell, limiting speed to nineteen knots and preventing initiation of a proper zigzag pattern. There is no nightfall at these latitudes at that time of the year so daylight continued through to midnight, even if the weather was grey and overcast.117

Just after 23:00, just north of Halten Island, one of Hipper’s lookouts reported something to the north-east. Captain Heye thought it worth investigating and the cruiser swung off course. It turned out to be nothing more than some rocks in the Vikna area, however, but while the whole bridge watch was busy scanning the coast, an explosion was heard from the direction of the flagship.

Lieutenant Commander Ingram and Clyde were still on patrol off central Norway. Since the last brush with the German capital ships, he had moved further south and during the preceeding week he had been patrolling near Kya Lighthouse. Acting on a signal from C-in-C Submarines on the 18th, Ingram was hoping to intercept ‘one cruiser and four destroyers’ that supposedly had left Narvik a few days earlier on a southerly course.118 Instead, at 22:09 on the 20th, on the surface in rough seas, he sighted three ships, which he identified as ‘two capital ships and one destroyer’, coming towards him from the south-east about eight nautical miles away. The sea was very rough and visibility poor but in less than half an hour Clyde was in a favourable position. Periscope observation was extremely difficult and maintaining depth was challenging. Continuous high speed had to be used and the submarine was trimmed eight tons heavy to prevent her from surfacing. At 22:32, the first torpedo of a dispersed salvo was fired, followed by five more at nine-second intervals. Ingram’s point of aim was one ship’s length ahead of the ship, allowing for a speed of twenty knots. The distance to Gneisenau was four thousand metres with a track angle of seventy degrees (almost beam on).
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British submarine Clyde. (Wright and Logan)



After he had fired his torpedoes, Ingram altered course sixty degrees to the west and dived deep, expecting a heavy retaliation, as a loud explosion was heard almost three minutes later – indicating at least one hit. The counter-attack was half-hearted, however, and only eight depth charges were dropped, none of them close. Clyde was trimmed heavy due to the high swell on the surface and in his eagerness to get away, Ingram took his submarine far deeper than intended, passing ninety metres before control was regained. Damage was sustained in the stern where a four-inch steel pillar was bent in the engine room. As Ingram had over-estimated Gneisenau’s speed and, in addition, taken his point of aim ahead of the ship instead of the accepted centre, his salvo had all but missed and it was only the last torpedo fired that had hit the bows – just.119

Due to the rough sea, Gneisenau’s lookouts did not see the torpedo tracks until 23:35, when the nearest was less than eight hundred metres to starboard. Two further tracks were seen to pass ahead. The submarine alarm was sounded and orders were given for an emergency turn to port, but it was far too late and one torpedo struck just aft of the starboard anchor, even before the rudders had begun to respond to the helm. The 365 kilogrammes of Torpex in the torpedo warhead threw up a moderate column of water when it exploded, and only a minor shock was felt aboard the ship. Apart from the few that directly saw the torpedo and its impact, the rest of the crew did not realise what had happened. Eventually responding to the port rudder, the battleship turned through ninety degrees and continued away from the submarine with little loss of speed. Hardly any damage could be seen even though a significant amount of plating had been ripped open.120

On the bridge of Hipper it was not immediately clear what had happened, but the sight of a torpedo track between her and Gneisenau clarified the situation and caused the cruiser to take violent evasive action. Karl Galster searched for the submarine without success until ordered to return to the flag and stand by to assist. The hit was either in compartment XX or XXI and the forward mess-decks were flooded. The magazines of A turret just aft were unharmed though. Damage-control parties shored up the bulkhead, which seemed to hold successfully at nineteen knots as long as a course was held that prevented heavy swell breaking over the bows. Once control was regained at 00:05 the course was set back towards Trondheim, where the ships dropped anchored once more at 10:05 on 21 June.121

Divers reported that compartments XX and XXI were completely flooded. Bulkheads and plating had been damaged and a number of cracks were seen in the forward part of the bow. The repair ship Huascaran came alongside and makeshift repairs were initiated. These took far longer than anticipated and it was not until 19 July that Gneisenau was ready to start the transfer back to Germany. The RAF attempted to maintain a close surveillance of Trondheim harbour but this became increasingly difficult as the port was by now heavily defended, with a large number of fighters stationed at Værnes. Some fifteen to twenty British aircraft were lost in the area during this period, most of them Blenheims from 254 Squadron. A Norwegian agent eventually reported Gneisenau’s trials in the fjord on 20 July and Coastal Command sent a Sunderland of 204 Squadron the next day to reconnoitre the port. Predictably, the lumbering flyingboat was intercepted and shot down by fighters; another aircraft was ordered to patrol off the Faeroes in case Gneisenau was attempting to break out of the North Sea. Further reconnaissance flights on the 22nd and 24th by Blenheims of 248 Squadron at least saw the aircrews return safely but they must have been seriously harassed as they apparently failed to notice the battleship’s preparations to depart, as well as her new anchorage at Levanger, east of Trondheim harbour.122
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Gneisenau returning to Trondheim after being hit by the torpedo from Clyde. (E Skjold collection)
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Gneisenau, alongside the repair ship Huascaran, being patched up for the home journey. The temporary plating covering the huge hole in the bow can be clearly seen. (Author’s collection)
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Music to shorten the waiting time. Gneisenau’s brass band playing marches. Huascaran is alongside. (E Skjold collection)



No reconnaissance flights were made over Trondheim on the 25th, and Gneisenaus departure in the afternoon went unnoticed by the British. The battleship was escorted by the destroyers Hans Lody, Karl Galster, Paul Jacobi and Friedrich Ihn; off Agdenes they met up with Nürnberg, who took command of the fleet. A signal was received from Group West giving details of British submarines in the area, including Trident, Triton, Snapper, H52 and Porpoise, the latter of which was suspected of having laid mines off Grip. Nothing was seen of any of His Majesty’s boats however. Admiral Hipper also left with the battleship, but she was detached at midnight for a diversionary operation towards the north (see below). The onboard B-Dienst reported nothing but normal British radio traffic and it was concluded that their departure had gone unnoticed, as indeed it had. Not until the 27th did a lone Blenheim fly over Trondheim harbour. It got smartly away but must either have been in a hurry or some distance off – or both – as it reported one ‘battlecruiser’ and three ‘small cruisers or destroyers’ still in the harbour.123 Actually there was nothing but auxiliaries and merchant ships left in Trondheim, as by this time Gneisenau was off southern Norway heading into the Skagerrak. As a result of this misidentification no air patrols or other countermeasures were initiated by the Admiralty.

The only untoward incident during the passage was the loss of one of the escorting torpedo boats. Luchs and Iltis came out from Stavanger to meet the battleship and her escort coming south and fell in with the fleet at 12:45 on the 26th, taking up positions slightly ahead of Gneisenau and Nürnberg, which steered in line ahead, the cruiser aft. Iltis was on the starboard or seaward side, Luchs on the port or landward side. Off Jæren, at 15:49, an explosion shook Luchs, which broke in two and sank in minutes without any signals being sent. Near the time of the explosion, torpedo tracks were reported by Gneisenau’s lookouts and it is highly likely that Luchs ventured into the path of torpedoes intended for Gneisenau.124
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Luchs being hit by the torpedo from Thames. Gneisenau is on the horizon. (Gosport Submarine Museum)



The only British submarine that could possibly have been in the area at this time is Thames (Lieutenant Commander William D Dunkerley). She was officially listed as ‘missing, believed mined’ on the 23rd, but the date is not certain. If she was still operational on the 25th, she would have reacted to an order from Submarine Command over the radio to proceed from her last known position off Lindesnes towards a position off Bergen, which would have brought her into the course of the German squadron.

A brief anti-submarine search was initiated by the other torpedo boats but nothing was found and the ships were ordered to proceed after picking up survivors; 102 men perished and most of those rescued were wounded. None of them could shed much light over what caused the explosion. As floating mines had been reported in the area, the loss of Luchs was ascribed to one at the time. There was no report from Thames and the Admiralty had no knowledge of the German ships passing through Norwegian waters. Assuming that it was Thames that torpedoed Luchs, she probably ventured into a minefield some days later on her way back to base and was lost with all hands.125
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The submarine Thames. (Gosport Submarine Museum)



Gneisenau reached Kiel unmolested on 28 July and the Norwegian campaign was finally over.

After leaving Gneisenau and her escort on 25 July, Admiral Hipper steered into the Arctic for a reconnaissance mission, A few ships were intercepted but none of importance, except for a Finnish freighter that was found to have part of the Finnish gold reserves in her hold and was subsequently sent to Tromsø with a prize crew. During the first week of August, Hipper passed into the Barents Sea. When one of her Arado aircraft overturned on landing after a reconnaissance flight and the other emergency landed in Norway, Group West considered that enough was enough and ordered her home to Germany. She arrived on 9 August and was taken into the Wilhelmshaven dockyard for a long-needed overhaul. Both battleships were also in need of repair. This caused considerable problems regarding available dockyard capacity and manpower and some of the modifications already initiated on Scharnhorst were cancelled for Gneisenau. The latter was in the dockyard until 21 October, and only in mid-November did she sail for the eastern Baltic, where she made preparations for battle once more before returning to Kiel just before Christmas.





— 14 —

Epilogue

THE BATTLE FOR NORWAY was over. From the sinking of Pol III in Oslofjorden just before midnight on 8 April to the sinking of Ardent, Acasta and Glorious in the Norwegian Sea on 8 June, sixty-one days had passed. It had been the first campaign of WWII where multiple forces under national command attempted to fight together for the same objective, having landed at isolated sites. Also, it was the first time ever that the three services were required to co-operate – where failure from one could, and several times did, spell disaster for all.

At first sight, the Germans would appear to have won the campaign by a wide margin, achieving most of their objectives with minimal losses, except at sea – a risk that had been recognised in advance by Admiral Raeder.

Supporting the Norwegian campaign cost the Royal Navy an aircraft carrier, two cruisers, seven destroyers, one sloop, five submarines and fourteen trawlers – in all, some 2,500 men. The German Navy suffered similar numbers: three cruisers, ten destroyers and six U-boats, as well as a number of smaller vessels sunk – plus three battleships and two cruisers damaged. For the Kriegsmarine, however, these were losses that could not be sustained. Admiral Raeder had warned that Operation Weserübung might cost Germany her navy. He was eventually proved right. The surface fleet of the Kriegsmarine never again posed a decisive threat to the Allies and the long-term emphasis swung towards submarine warfare. In the short term, the damage sustained in the Norwegian venture prevented the Kriegsmarine from providing support to Operation Seelöwe, Hitler’s planned invasion of Britain. It is perhaps doubtful whether Hitler actually expected to carry out an invasion of Britain, but the lack of a naval covering force was in any event to be a key deterrent.
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The Kriegsmarine on parade in Oslo. The surface arm of the German Navy would never recover fully from the losses and damage sustained in the conquest of Norway. (T Eggan collection)



This favourable balance cannot disguise, however, the fact that Britain, a major naval power, had suffered a strategic maritime defeat at the hands of a land power with a small navy – to a large extent due to flaws in the British command and control system, lack of a proper apparatus for gathering and disseminating operational intelligence and a series of errors of judgement.

The overall strategic battle for Norway was won and lost at sea. The overwhelming German air superiority kept the British carriers far offshore, preventing the FAA aircraft from providing adequate air support. It also kept the Allied battleships away from southern Norway, eventualy resulting in insufficient support for landings at the key harbours, making the Allied response defensive rather than offensive. By failing to sever the German supply routes across the Skagerrak and Kattegat, in spite of the gallant efforts of the British submarines, and by not being able to utilise the superiority of the Royal Navy to recapture Trondheim and the other cities in the west for fear of the Luftwaffe, the Allies lost the only true chance they had to gain the upper hand. By allowing the campaign to become a land war, the initiative was passed to Berlin, which had resources of a quality that the Allies could not match.

The British Navy also learned the meaning of air power – above all that it would not be possible to sustain an expedition corps ashore in the face of determined air attacks. Without neutralising German air superiority, even a well-planned Allied intervention would probably have been pressed beyond sustainability. The Norwegian campaign time and again demonstrated that virtually every operational and strategic doctrine for warfare at sea had to be learned afresh.

The Allied command of the Norwegian campaign was found wanting in many areas, particularly with regard to planning, resources, equipment and command. One major flaw, arguably the most damaging of all, was the lack of co-ordination: between sectors, between British, French and Norwegian forces, and between services. The German naval commanders had no control of the other services either, but they nevertheless cooperated with far more success than their Allied equivalents.

Operation Weserübung was the beginning of five years of merciless occupation. The plan was bold in concept, well organised and outstandingly implemented. Through their failure to recognise or take note of the many signs that were available in the preceding weeks, both the Norwegians and the Allies were taken totally by surprise. The Germans, on the other hand, failed in their one political objective: an immediate and total capitulation of the Norwegian king and government. Norway took up the fight, and the two-month campaign, though successfully concluded in the end, heralded a drain of German forces throughout the war that they could ill afford in the long run.
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The price of the invasion. German war cemetery at Alfaset outside Oslo. (Author’s collection)



In conclusion, therefore, one may argue that the overall outcome for the Allies as a whole was not quite as disastrous as might appear at first sight. Above all, the losses at sea for Britain, though terrible for the individuals, families and friends, had not been catastrophic. In contrast to the Kriegsmarine, the Royal Navy could lick its wounds and recover. Although not immediately apparent, Britain also gained from the support that Norway provided for the rest of the war, particularly in maritime terms – naval and especially commercially – through the gain of the vast Norwegian merchant fleet.

Above all, through the failures during the battle for Norway, Britain gained Churchill as prime minister – a man without whom the outcome of WWII might have been substantially different.





Appendices

— Appendix A —

Ships in Service with the Royal Norwegian Navy, April 1940
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— Appendix B —

Main Units of the Norwegian Army c. 15 April 1940

The Norwegian army of 1940 was organised into six District Commands (DKs), each responsible for all units within a geographical area. The main combat unit of the Norwegian army was the infantry regiment (IR), supplemented by a number of independent units. Each regiment had two regular infantry battalions, an artillery battalion and a bicycle company. In addition, most regiments had at least one battalion of so-called Landvern or militia.





	Commanding General:

	Generalmajor Otto Ruge




	Chief of the General Staff:

	Oberst Rasmus Hatledal (on sick leave from 14 April)




	Chief of C-in-C’s Staff:

	Oberstløytnant Johan Beichmann




	Head of Intelligence

	Oberstløytnant Harald Wrede-Holm




	Head of Operations

	Oberstløytnant Rangvald Roscher Nielsen




	Head of Communications

	Oberstløytnant Ole Berg




	Head of Mobilisation

	Major Adolf F Munthe




	C-in-C Army Air Force

	Oberst Thomas H Gulliksen
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— Appendix C —

The German Army in Norway, 1940

A German Infantry Division (ID) in 1940 had at full strength about 16,800 men. Of these, some 500 were officers, 2,500 were NCOs and 100 administrative personnel. It normally consisted of three infantry regiments (IR), each with three battalions. Each battalion usually had four companies and one artillery regiment (AR) with three or four battalions of 105-mm or 77-mm field howitzers. In addition, there were Pioneers, reconnaissance units and anti-tank units, normally of battalion or company strength, plus an intelligence/signals unit. The divisions used in Norway were reduced in manpower and equipment, particularly artillery, and largely manned with conscripts drafted after the outbreak of war. Only a handful of the officers and NCOs were career soldiers.

Armeegruppe XXI3





	C-in-C (Komandierender General)

	General der Infanterie Nicolaus von Falkenhorst




	Chief of staff (Chef des Stabes)

	Oberst Erich Buschenhagen




	First Staff Officer (Ia)

	Oberstleutnant G Pohlman (to Oslo 8 April)




	Second Staff Officer (Ib) Quartermaster

	Oberst Bäntsch (later Oberst Kühl)




	Third Staff Officer (Ic)

	Hauptmann G Egelhaaf




	Transport Officer

	Major von Tippelskirch




	Adjutant (IIa)

	Major Kurt Treuhaupt




	Geb.Div. = Gebirgsdivision

	 




	Hptm = Hauptmann

	 




	Abt. = Abteilung

	 




	Schw = Schwadron

	 




	Abw. = Abwehr

	 

















	Unit

	Commander

	 




	3rd Gebirgsdivision
1st Welle, Wehrkreiss XVIII
Raum Nauen-Frohnau-Döberitz

	Generalmajor Edouard Dietl
Ia Oberstleutnant Bader

	First wave, landing at Narvik and Trondheim




	Gebirgsjäger Regiment 138

	Oberst Weiss
I/138 Major von Pranckh
II/138 Major von Poncet
III/138 Major Schratz

	I and III by sea to Trondheim on 9 April. II to Oslo on Lützow on 9 April.
I and III subordinated to 2.Geb.Div. during northward advance. Replaced by 181st Division in Trondheim area.
II subordinated to 163 and 196 ID in Gudbrandsdal




	Gebirgsjäger Regiment 139

	Oberst A Windisch
I/139 Major Stautner
II/139 Major Haussels
III/139 Major Hagemann

	By sea to Narvik on 9th




	Gebirgsjäger Regiment 112

	Oberst Meindl
I/112 Major von Mehlem
II/112 Hptm Blümel
III/112 Hptm Sackersdorff
Abt. 746 Hptm Jerichow

	One battery by sea to Trondheim, one to Narvik and one to Oslo. All guns for Narvik lost at sea during storm. 2nd Batterie airlifted to Narvik on 13 April




	Gebirgspanzerabwehr Abt. 48

	Major Allmendinger

	Anti-tank unit




	Gebirgsaufklärungs Abt. 112

	Rittmeister Barth

	Recalled on 24 April, transferred to 10 ID




	Gebirgspionier-Abt. 83

	Oberstleutnant Klatt

	One company by sea to Trondheim on 9 April, one platoon to Narvik




	Gebirgsnachrichten-Abt. 68

	Major Pongruber

	One group landed at Narvik

















	ID 69
2nd Welle, Wehrkreis VI
Truppenübungsplatz Grossborn

	Generalmajor Hermann Tittel
Ia Hauptmann Werner Müller

	First wave, landing at Stavanger, Bergen and Egersund




	IR 159

	Oberst Christoph Graf zu
Stollberg-Stollberg
I/IR 159 Oberstl Adolf Kutzelnigg
II/IR 159 Major Kaspar Völker
III/IR 159 Major Hennig Daubert

	I and II by sea to Bergen 9 April. III was airlifted to Oslo and later marched westwards with IR 236.




	IR 193

	Oberst Karl von Beeren
I/IR 193 Major Krüder
II/IR 193 Hauptmann Lucke (acting)
III/IR 193 Major Walter Klein

	I and II by air to Stavanger on 9 April. III on 10 April. Commenced move to Bergen on 15th, concluded by 24th




	IR 236

	Oberst Xavier Adlhoch
I/IR 236 Oberstleutnant Heinrich
II/IR 236 Hauptmann Hans von Hülst
III/IR 236 Major Erich Seidel

	By air to Oslo 11 and 12 April. Later marched west, eventually linking up with forces from Bergen. Known as Kampfgruppe Adlhoch.




	AR 169

	Oberstleutnant Willy Heinrich
I/AR 169 Major Fr. Rauch
II/AR 169 Hptm A von Ernsthausen
III/AR 169 Hptm H Staats
IV/AR 169 Hptm Lorentz

	 




	Panzer Abw. Abt. 169

	Major Stenkhoff

	To Bergen on 9 April by aircraft from 1./KüFlGr 106




	Radfahrschw.-Aufklärungs-Abt. 169

	Rittmeister FE Eickhorn (acting)

	By sea to Egersund 9 April




	Pioneer Abt. 169

	Major Kramer

	Two companies by sea to Bergen 9 April. Some units to Oslo and deployed in Gudbrandsdal




	Nachrichten Abt. 169

	Major Herbert Linke
Hauptmann van der Upwich

	 

















	ID 163
7th Welle, Wehrkreis III
Truppenübungsplatz Döberitz

	Generalmajor Erwin Engelbrecht
Ia Hauptmann Michael

	First wave, landed at Oslo, Kristiansand and Arendal




	IR 307

	Oberst Blomeyer
I/IR 307 Major von Saher zum Wissenstein
II/IR 307 Hauptmann Telthörster
III/IR 307 Major Ballert

	By air and sea to Oslo 9 and 10 April




	IR 310

	Oberstleutnant Wachsmuth
I/IR 310 Major Schröder
II/IR 310 Hauptmann Blumenfelt
III/IR 310 Major Boysen

	I by sea to Kristiansand 9 April. II airlifted to Kjevik 10–11 April. III airlifted to Oslo to secure Drammen and Heistadmoen




	IR 324

	Oberst Helmuth Nickelmann
I/IR 324 Hauptmann Manthey
II/IR 324 Hauptmann von Hülsen
III/IR 324 Oberstl Ritzmann

	By air to Oslo 9 and 10 April




	AR 234

	Oberst Pauer
I/AR 234 Major Mass
II/AR 234 Major Schwarz
III/AR 234 Hptm Sagerer

	 




	Panzer Abw. Abt. 234

	Major von Both

	 




	Radfahrschw.-Aufklä-Abt. 234

	Rittmeister Schmidt-Wesendahl

	By sea to Arendal 9 April




	Pioneer Battalion 234

	Hauptmann Prahl

	By air and sea to Oslo




	Nachrichten Abt 234

	Hauptmann Philippi

	 

















	ID 181
7th Welle, Wehrkreis
XI Raum Bergen-Uelzen

	Generalmajor Kurt Woytasch
Ia Hauptmann von Loringhoven

	Second wave. Landed by air and sea in Oslo and Trondheim from 15 to 21 April




	IR 334

	Oberst von Hofmann

	By air to Trondheim




	IR 349

	Oberst von Zanthier

	By torpedo boat to Oslo from Fredrikshavn. Subordinated to 163 ID for advance towards Gjøvik. Then subordinated to 196 ID




	IR 359

	Oberst Krätzner

	By 3. Seetransportstaffel to Oslo and airlifted to Trondheim




	AR 222

	Oberstleutnant Domansky

	 




	Panzer Abw. Abt. 222

	Major Schulz

	Battalion II in Gudbrandsdal




	Radfahrschw.-Aufklä-Abt. 222

	Rittmeister Bernstorff

	 




	Pioneer Battalion 222

	Major Burger

	To Oslo 21 April




	Nachrichten Abt. 222

	Major von Studnitz

	 

















	ID 196
7th Welle, Wehrkreis XX
Raum Danzig-Gotenhafen

	Generalleutnant Richard Pellengahr
Ia Major Schäfer

	Second wave. Landed in Oslo by sea 11 and 12 April. Main division for advance northwards from Oslo.




	IR 340

	Oberst Hermann Fischer

	2. Seetransportstaffel. Heavy losses to submarines in Kattegat. Secured region north-east of Oslo while recovering. Later Østerdal and partly Gudbrandsdal




	IR 345

	Oberst Ländle
Temporarily replaced 18
April by Major Schäfer and permanently on 29 April by Oberst von Zanthier

	2. Seetransportstaffel. Heavy losses to submarines in Kattegat. Secured greater Oslo area while recovering. Later Gudbrandsdal.




	IR 362

	Oberstleutnant Schaller

	Captured Østfold. Later partly in Gudbrandsdal, partly in Østerdal.




	AR 233

	Oberstleutnant Rose

	Not fully equipped and most guns lost during transit. Later re-equipped and deployed in Gudbrandsdal and Østerdal




	Panzer Abw. Abt. 233

	Hauptmann von Bredow

	 




	Radfahrschw. – Aufklä-Abt. 233

	 

	To Oslo during afternoon of 11 April. Gudbrandsdal




	Pioneer Battalion 233

	Hauptmann Grosse

	3rd Company to Oslo 11/12 April. Gudbrandsdal




	Nachrichten Abt. 233

	Hauptmann Voltz

	 

















	ID 214
3rd Welle, Wehrkreis IX
Raum Cottbus-Guben

	Generalmajor Max von Horn
Ia Hauptmann Fromberger

	Second wave. Deployed in Kristiansand– Stavanger region. HQ in Arendal




	IR 355

	Oberstleutnant Petry

	I and II by air to Stavanger 17 and 19 April




	IR 367

	Oberst Gihr

	To Kristiansand region end April




	IR 388

	Oberst Daser

	II to Haugesund-Stavanger region late April. III airlifted to Trondheim




	AR 214

	Oberstleutnant Riess

	 




	Panzer Abw. Abt. 214

	Oberstleutnant von Wussow

	 




	Radfahrschw.-Aufklä-Abt. 214

	Rittmeister Kurzai

	 




	Pioneer Battalion 214

	Major Strauss

	Arrived by ship via Larvik and directly subordinated to Group XXI. Deployed in the east




	Nachrichten Abt. 214

	Hauptmann Edelmann

	 

















	2nd Gebirgsdivision
1st Welle, Wehrkreis XVIII

	Generalleutnant Valentin Feurstein
Ia Major Zorn

	Moved to Oslo by air and sea in early May. From there, to Trondheim. Advanced north through central Norway towards Narvik




	Gebirgsjäger Regiment 136

	Oberst Nake
I/136 Oberstl. von Stettner
II/136 Major Oertel
III/136 Major Heinzle

	 




	Gebirgsjäger Regiment 137

	Oberstleutnant Ritter von Hengl
I/137 Hptm. Fuschlberger
II/137 Oberstleutnant Sorko
III/137 Oberstleutnant Kräutler

	Operation Büffel




	Gebirgsartillerie Regiment 111

	Oberst Kammel
I/111 Oberstleutnant Dadak
II/111 Major Eder

	 




	Gebirgsaufklärungs Abt. 111

	Oberstleutnant Pinter

	 




	Gebirgspionier Battalion 82

	Major Drück

	 




	Geb. Nachrichten-Abt. 67

	Major Wiedemann

	 




	Geb. Panzerjäger Abt. 47

	 

	 

















	Panzer-Abteilung zbV 40

	Oberstleutnant Volckheim

	 




	1 Kompanie

	Hauptmann von Burstin

	To Norway 24 April. Attached to IR 340




	2 Kompanie

	Hauptmann Tölke

	To Norway 24 April. Remained in Oslo




	3 Kompanie

	Hauptman Niedrieck

	To Norway early April, but many tanks lost during transport. Attached to 163 ID




	Panzerzug Horstmann

	Oberleutnant Horstmann

	To Norway 20 April. Attached to 196 ID

















	Maschinengewehr-batallion 4 (motorised)

	 

	To Norway after 14 April. Subordinated to Gruppe XXI




	Maschinengewehr-batallion 13 (motorised)

	 

	To Norway after 14 April. Subordinated to Gruppe XXI




	Maschinengewehr-batallion 14 (motorised)

	 

	To Norway after 14 April. Subordinated to Gruppe XXI

















	I/Regiment, General Göring

	 

	To Norway after 14 April. Subordinated to Gruppe XXI












— Appendix D —

Luftwaffe Units in Norway, April–June 1940

Luftflotte 5 (5th Air Fleet) was formed in Hamburg on 12 April to give a permanent structure to the Luftwaffe in Norway after the invasion. Its first commander was Generalfeldtmarschall Erhart Milch, and he began the transfer of his staff and command units to Oslo on 24 April. On 9 May Generaloberst Hans-Jürgen Stumpff took over the command of Luftflotte 5.

Most units assigned to Luftflotte 5 belonged to X Fliegerkorps.

Hptm = Hauptmann

Oberlt = Oberleutnant

Oberstlt = Oberstleutnant

Transport Units

Most of the transport units used during the invasion proper were disbanded during April.
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Bomber Units
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Fighter Units
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Reconnaissance Units
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Other Units
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Bomber units assigned to X Fliegerkorps, 22 April 1940










	Unit

	Type

	Main Base




	Stab KG 26

	Ju88A

	Aalborg West




	I/KG 26

	He111H

	Lübeck-Blankensee




	II/KG 26

	He111H

	Aalborg West. One staffel at Sola




	III/KG 26

	He111H

	Rye, Denmark




	Stab KG 4

	He111P

	Aalborg West




	I/KG 4

	He111P

	Perleberg




	II/KG 4

	He111P

	Fassberg




	III/KG 4

	He111P/Ju 88A

	Lüneberg




	Stab KG 30

	Ju88A

	Westerland




	I/KG 30

	Ju88A

	Westerland




	II/KG 30

	Ju88A

	Westerland




	III/KG 30

	Ju88A

	Westerland




	Stab LG 1

	He111H

	Schleswig




	II/LG 1

	He111H

	Schleswig




	III/LG 1

	Ju88A

	Schleswig




	II/KG 54

	He111P

	Celle




	1/KG 40

	Fw200C

	Aalborg West




	KGr 100

	He111H

	Aalborg West




	ZerstS. KG 30

	Ju88Z

	Sola-Stavanger




	I/StG 1

	Ju87R

	Fornebu, one staffel at Værnes-Trondheim








Bomber units assigned to X Fliegerkorps, 4 May 1940










	Unit

	Type

	Base




	Stab KG 26

	Ju88A

	Lübeck Blankensee




	I/KG 26

	He111H

	Sola




	II/KG 26

	He111H

	Schwerin




	III/KG 26

	He111H

	Værnes




	1/KG 40

	Fw200C

	Kastrup




	KGr 100

	He111H

	Værnes




	I/StG 1

	Ju87R

	Værnes












— Appendix E —

Allied Vessels Involved in the Norwegian Campaign

British Warships

I. The Home Fleet










	2nd Battle Squadron

	 




	Flag, Admiral Charles Forbes, Commander-in-Chief, Home Fleet

	 




	Rodney

	Captain FHG Dalrymple-Hamilton

	 




	Valiant

	Captain HB Rawlings

	 




	Warspite4

	Captain VAC Crutchley

	 




	Battlecruiser Squadron

	 




	Flag, Vice Admiral WJ Whitworth

	 




	Renown

	Captain CEB Simeon

	 




	Repulse

	Captain EJ Spooner

	 




	Aircraft Carriers

	 




	Furious

	Captain TH Troubridge

	 




	1st Cruiser Squadron

	 




	Flag, Vice Admiral JHD Cunningham, Devonshire

	 




	2nd in Command, Rear Admiral ATB Curteis

	 




	Devonshire

	Captain JM Mansfield

	 




	Berwick

	Captain IM Palmer

	 




	York

	Captain RH Portal

	 




	Sussex

	Captain AR Hammick

	Bombed 17 April




	Suffolk

	Captain JW Durnford

	 




	Dorsetshire5

	 

	 




	2nd Cruiser Squadron

	 




	Flag, Vice Admiral GF Edward-Collins

	 




	Galatea

	Captain BB Schofield

	 




	Arethusa

	Captain GD Graham

	 




	Penelope

	Captain GD Yates

	Grounded 11 April




	Aurora

	Captain LHK Hamilton

	Bombed 7 May




	18th Cruiser Squadron

	 




	Flag, Vice Admiral Geoffrey Layton Manchester

	 




	Second-in-Command, Rear Admiral ML Clarke, 21 April-6 May Sheffield, after 6 May Southampton




	Manchester

	Captain H Bousfield, from 12 April Captain HA Packer




	Sheffield

	Captain CAA Larcom

	 




	Southampton

	Captain FWH Jeans

	 




	Glasgow

	Captain FH Pegram

	 




	Birmingham

	Captain ACG Madden

	 




	Newcastle

	Captain J Figgins




	Destroyers

	 




	Flag, Rear Admiral (D) RHC Hallifax

	 




	1st Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Nore Command (Harwich) temporarily attached to Home Fleet

	 




	Codrington (H65)

	Captain (D)1 GE Creasy

	 




	Grenade (H86)

	Commander RC Boyle

	 




	Greyhound (H05)

	Commander WR Marshall-A’Deane

	 




	Glowworm (H92)

	Lieutenant Commander GB Roope

	Lost 8 April




	Griffin (H31)

	Lieutenant Commander J Lee-Barber

	 




	Gallant (H59)

	Lieutenant Commander CPF Brown

	 




	Grafton (H89)

	Commander CEC Robinson

	 




	ORP Blyscawica (H34)

	Commodore S Nahorski

	 




	ORP Grom (H71)

	Commodore A Hulewicz

	Lost 4 May




	ORP Burza (H73)

	Commodore Francki

	 




	2nd Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Hardy (H87)

	Captain (D)2 BA Warburton-Lee

	Lost 10 April




	Hotspur (H01)

	Commander HFH Layman

	Damaged 10 April




	Havock (H43)

	Lieutenant Commander RE Courage

	 




	Hero (H99)

	Commander HW Biggs

	 




	Hereward (H93)

	Lieutenant Commander CW Greening

	 




	Hyperion (H97)

	Commander H St L Nicholson

	 




	Hunter (H35)

	Lieutenant Commander L de Villiers

	Lost 10 April




	Hostile (H55)

	Commander JP Wright

	 




	Hasty (H24)

	Lieutenant Commander LRK Tyrwhitt

	 




	3rd Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Inglefield (D02)

	Captain (D)3 P Todd.

	 




	Isis (D87)

	Commander JC Clouston

	 




	Ilex (D61)

	Lieutenant Commander P L Saumarez

	 




	Imperial (D09)

	Lieutenant Commander CA de W Kitcat

	 




	Imogen (D44)

	Commander CL Firth

	 




	Delight (H38)

	Commander M Fogg-Elliott

	 




	Diana (H49)

	Lieutenant Commander EG le Geyt

	 




	4th Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Afridi (F07)

	Captain (D)4 PL Vian

	Lost 3 May




	Gurkha (F20)

	Commander AW Buzzard

	Lost 9 April




	Sikh (F82)

	Commander JA Gifford

	 




	Mohawk (F31)

	Commander JWM Eaton

	 




	Zulu (F18)

	Commander JS Crawford

	 




	Cossack (F03)

	Commander Robert St V Sherbrooke

	Damaged 13 April




	Maori (F24)

	Commander GN Brewer

	Bombed 2 May




	Nubian (F36)

	Commander RW Ravenhill

	 




	5th Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Kelly (F01)

	Captain (D)5 Lord Louis Mountbatten

	 




	Kashmir (F12)

	Commander HA King

	 




	Kelvin (F37)

	Lieutenant Commander JL Machin

	 




	Kipling (F91)

	Commander A St Clair Ford

	Damaged 17 April




	Kimberley (F50)

	Lieutenant Commander RGK Knowling

	 




	Kandahar (F28)

	Commander WGA Robson

	 




	Khartoum (F45)

	Commander DT Dowler

	 




	Kingston (F64)

	Lieutenant Commander P Somerville

	 




	6th Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Somali (F33)

	Captain (D)6 RSG Nicholson

	Bombed 15 May




	Ashanti (F51)

	Commander M Gronow Davis

	 




	Matabele (F26)

	Commander GK Whiting-Smith

	Grounded 17 May




	Mashona (F59)

	Commander WH Selby

	 




	Bedouin (F67)

	Commander JA McCoy

	 




	Punjabi (F21)

	Commander JT Lean

	Damaged 13 April




	Eskimo (F75)

	Commander St JA Micklethwait

	Torpedoed 13 April




	Tartar (F43)

	Commander LP Skipwith

	 




	7th Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Janus (F53)

	Commander JAW Tothill, from 16 May Captain (D)7 PJ Mack




	Javelin (F61)

	Commander AF Pugsley

	 




	Juno (F46)

	Lieutenant Commander AM McKillop

	 




	Jupiter (F85)

	Commander DR Wyburd

	 




	Jackal (F22)

	Commander TM Napier

	 




	8th Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Faulknor (H62)

	Captain (D)8 AF de Salis

	Struck submerged wreck 5 May




	Fearless (H67)

	Commander KL Harkness

	 




	Foxhound (H69)

	Lieutenant Commander GH Peters

	 




	Fury (H76)

	Commander GF Burghard

	 




	Forester (H74)

	Lieutenant Commander ER Tancock

	 




	Fortune (H70)

	Commander EA Gibbs

	 




	Fame (H78)

	Commander Philip Norman Walter

	 




	Foresight (H68)

	Lieutenant Commander GT Lambert

	 




	Firedrake (H79)

	Lieutenant Commander SH Narris

	 




	12th Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Rosyth Command, temporarily attached to Home Fleet

	 




	Electra (H27)

	Lieutenant Commander SA Buss

	Collided 13 June




	Echo (H23)

	Commander SHK Spurgeon

	 




	Escort (H66)

	Lieutenant Commander J Bostock

	 




	Escapade (H17)

	Commander HR Graham

	 




	Encounter (H10)

	Lieutenant Commander EV St J Morgan

	 




	Eclipse (H08)

	Lieutenant Commander IT Clark

	Bombed 11 April




	Protector (netlayer)

	Captain WY La R Beverley

	 




	Vindictive (repair ship)

	Captain AR Halfhide

	 




	Bandit (tug)

	 

	 




	Buccaneer (tug)

	 

	 








II. Minelayers










	Teviot Bank

	Commander RD King-Harman

	 




	20th Destroyer Flotilla

	 




	Esk (H15)

	Captain (D)20 JG Bickford

	 




	Impulsive (D11)

	Lieutenant Commander RJH Couch

	 




	Ivanhoe (D16)

	Lieutenant Commander WS Thomas

	 




	Icarus (D03)

	Commander PH Hadow

	 




	Intrepid (D10)

	Lieutenant Commander CD Maud

	 




	Express (H61)

	Commander RC Gordon

	 








III. Ships Other Than Home Fleet










	Battleships

	 

	 




	Resolution

	Captain O Bevir

	Bombed 16 May




	Aircraft Carriers

	 




	Flag, Vice Admiral LV Wells

	 




	Ark Royal

	Captain CS Holland

	 




	Glorious

	Captain G D’Oyly-Hughes

	Lost 8 June




	Cruisers

	 




	Effingham

	Captain JM Howson

	Lost 17 May




	Enterprise

	Captain JC Annesley

	 




	A/A Cruisers (20th Cruiser Squadron)

	 




	Flag, Rear Admiral JGP Vivian

	 




	Cairo

	Captain PV McLaughlin

	Bombed 28 May




	Calcutta

	Captain HA Packer, from 18 April Captain DM Lees




	Carlisle

	Captain GMB Langley

	 




	Coventry

	Captain RFJ Onslow

	 




	Curacoa

	Captain EA Aylmer

	Bombed 24 May




	Curlew

	Captain BCB Brook

	Lost 26 May




	Destroyers

	 




	Acasta (H09)

	Commander CE Glasfurd

	Lost 8 June




	Acheron (H45)

	Lieutenant Commander RWF Northcott

	 




	Amazon (D39)

	Lieutenant Commander NEG Roper

	 




	Antelope (H36)

	Lieutenant Commander R Taylor

	Collided 13 June




	Ardent (H41)

	Lieutenant Commander JF Barker

	Lost 8 June




	Arrow (H42)

	Commander HW Williams

	Rammed 26 April




	Atherstone (L05)

	Commander HWS Browning

	 




	Basilisk (H11)

	Commander M Richmond

	 




	Brazen (H80)

	Lieutenant Commander M Culme-Seymour




	Bulldog (H91)

	Lieutenant Commander JS Richardson, from 30 April Lieutenant




	 

	Commander JP Wisden

	 




	Campbell (D60)

	Lieutenant Commander RM Aubry

	 




	Havant (H32)

	Lieutenant Commander AF Burnell-Nugent

	 




	Havelock (H88)

	Captain (D)9 EBK Stevens

	 




	Hesperus (H57)

	Lieutenant Commander DGF MacIntyre

	Bombed 13 May




	Highlander (H44)

	Commander WA Dallmeyer

	Grounded 13 April




	Vanoc (H33)

	Lieutenant Commander JGW Deneys

	 




	Vansittart (D64)

	Lieutenant Commander W Evershed

	Bombed 10 May




	Veteran (D72)

	Commander JE Broome

	 




	Viscount (D92)

	Lieutenant Commander MS Townsend

	 




	Volunteer (D71)

	Lieutenant Commander N Lanyon

	 




	Walker (D27)

	Lieutenant Commander AA Tait

	Damaged 26 May




	Warwick (D25)

	Lieutenant Commander MAG Child

	 




	Westcott (D47)

	Lieutenant Commander WFR Segrave

	 




	Whirlwind (D30)

	Lieutenant Commander JM Rogers

	Damaged 26 May




	Witch (D89)

	Lieutenant Commander JR Barnes

	 




	Witherington (D76)

	Lieutenant Commander JB Palmer

	 




	Wolverine (D78)

	Commander RH Craske

	 




	Wren (D88)

	Commander HT Armstrong

	 




	Sloops

	 




	Auckland (L61)

	Commander JG Hewitt

	 




	Bittern (L07)

	Lieutenant Commander RH Mills

	Lost 30 April




	Black Swan (L57)

	Captain AL Poland

	Bombed 28 April




	Flamingo (L18)

	Commander JH Huntley

	 




	Fleetwood (L47)

	Commander AN Grey

	 




	Pelican (L86)

	Commander LAK Boswell

	Bombed 22 April




	Stork (L81)

	Commander AC Behague

	 








IV. Trawlers










	11th A/S Striking Force

	 




	C-in-C Lieutenant Talbot on Cape Siretoko

	 




	Cape Siretoko

	Lieutenant AAF Talbot

	Lost 28 April




	Argyllshire

	Sub-Lieutenant AC Blomfield

	 




	Northern Pride

	Lieutenant A Campbell

	 




	Wistaria

	Lieutenant NR Armitage

	 




	12th A/S Group

	 




	C-in-C Lieutenant Commander Case on Stella Capella

	 




	Stella Capella

	Lieutenant Commander RNE Case

	 




	Cape Argona

	 

	 




	Cape Cheluyskin

	Sub-Lieutenant H Roach

	Lost 29 April




	Blackfly

	 

	Collided 25 April




	15th A/S Striking Force

	 




	C-in-C Lieutenant Commander Sherwood on Cape Pesaro

	 




	Cape Pesaro

	Lieutenant Commander Martyn Butt Sherwood

	Lost 21 May




	St Goran

	Lieutenant Commander William McGuigan

	Lost 30 April




	St Kenan

	Lieutenant Jimmy James

	 




	St. Loman

	Sub-Lieutenant RC Warwick

	 




	16th A/S Striking Force

	 




	C-in-C Commander Congreve on Aston Villa

	 




	Aston Villa

	Commander Geoffrey Cecil Congreve

	Lost 1 May




	Gaul

	Lieutenant Geoffrey Walker

	Lost 1 May




	Angle

	 

	 




	Arab

	Lieutenant Richard B Stannard

	Damaged 30 April




	21st A/S Striking Force

	 




	C-in-C Lieutenant Commander Davis on Daneman

	 




	Danemon

	Lieutenant Commander RW Davis

	Damaged




	Lady Elsa

	Lieutenant JH Hodder

	Damaged




	Man o’ War

	Lieutenant P Everett Price

	 




	Wellard

	Lieutenant SG Phillips

	Damaged




	22nd A/S Group

	 




	C-in-C Commander Cleeves on Warwickshire

	 




	Warwickshire

	Commander Y McL Cleeves

	Lost 29 April




	Hammond

	Skipper McKay

	Lost 25 April




	Larwood

	Skipper P Quinland

	Lost 27 April




	Bradman

	Lieutenant Arthur Blundell

	Lost 25 April




	Jardine

	Lieutenant Keith Hopkins

	Lost 28 April




	23rd A/S Group

	 




	C-in-C Lieutenant Commander Davies on Melbourne

	 




	Melbourne

	Lieutenant Commander Alan Holt Davies

	Lost 22 May




	Rutlandshire

	Skipper John Wilson

	Lost 20 April




	Berkshire

	Skipper H Ford

	 




	Indian Star

	Lieutenant Commander Dennis More Cann




	Amethyst

	Lieutenant WK Rous

	 




	Other Trawlers

	 




	Ben Rossall

	 

	Damaged




	Dulcibelle

	 

	 




	Eldorado

	 

	Damaged




	Ellesmere

	 

	 




	Juniper

	 

	 




	Lilac

	 

	Damaged




	Loch Shin

	 

	 




	Melbourne

	 

	 




	Newhaven

	 

	 




	Northern Gem

	 

	 




	Northern Spray

	Lieutenant Commander DJB Hewett

	 




	St Elston

	 

	 




	Strathderry

	 

	 




	Strathdevon

	 

	 




	Thirlmere

	 

	 




	Whitethorn

	 

	 




	Wastewater

	 

	 








V. Submarines










	2nd Submarine Flotilla at Rosyth

	 




	Thistle

	Lieutenant Commander WF Haselfoot

	 




	Triad

	Lieutenant Commander ERJ Oddie

	 




	Trident

	Lieutenant Commander AGL Seale

	 




	Triton

	Lieutenant Commander EF Pizey

	 




	Truant

	Lieutenant Commander CH Hutchinson

	 




	Orzel

	Lieutenant Commander J Grudzinski

	Lost early June




	Seal

	Lieutenant Commander RP Lonsdale

	 




	Porpoise

	Commander PQ Roberts

	 




	Tribune

	Lieutenant EF Balston

	 




	Triumph

	Lieutenant Commander JW McCoy

	 




	Taku

	Lieutenant Commander VJ Van der Byl

	 




	Tarpon

	Lieutenant Commander HJ Caldwell

	 




	Tetrarch

	Lieutenant Commander RG Mills

	 




	Thames

	Lieutenant Commander William D Dunkerley

	Lost end July




	3rd Submarine Flotilla at Harwich

	 




	Sealion

	Lieutenant Commander B Bryant

	 




	Seawolf

	Lieutenant Commander JW Studholme

	 




	Shark

	Lieutenant Commander Peter N Buckley

	Lost 5 July




	Snapper

	Lieutenant WDA King

	 




	Sterlet

	Lieutenant Commander GHS Haward

	 




	Sunfish

	Lieutenant Commander JE Slaughter

	 




	Salmon

	Lieutenant Commander EO Bickford

	Lost early July




	6th Submarine Flotilla at Blyth

	 




	Unity

	Lieutenant JFB Brown,

	 




	 

	from 20 April Lieutenant FJ Brooks

	Lost 29 April




	Spearfish

	Lieutenant Commander JH Forbes

	Lost 1 August




	Swordfish

	Lieutenant PJ Cowell

	 




	Clyde

	Lieutenant Commander DC Ingram

	 




	Narwhal

	Lieutenant Commander RJ Burch

	Lost 23 July




	Sturgeon

	Lieutenant GDA Gregory

	 




	Ursula

	Lieutenant Commander WKA Cavaye

	 




	Severn

	Lieutenant Commander BW Taylor

	 








VI. French Warships










	Cruisers

	 




	Flag, Contre-amiral Derrien

	 




	Emile Bertin

	Capitaine de Vaisseau R Battet

	Damaged 19 April




	Montcalm

	Capitaine de Vaisseau J de Corbier

	 




	Destroyers

	 

	 




	Boulonnais

	Capitaine de Corvette J Champion

	 




	Brestois

	Capitaine de Frégate JL Kraft

	 




	Chevalier Paul

	Capitaine de Frégate J Bonnot

	 




	Épervier

	Capitaine de Frégate J Bros

	 




	Foudroyant

	Capitaine de Corvette PLA Fontaine

	 




	Bison

	Capitaine de Vaisseau JAR Bouan

	Lost 3 May




	Malin

	Capitaine de Frégate EJ Deprez

	 




	Triomphant

	Capitaine de Frégate E Archambeaud

	 




	Lĩndomptable

	Capitaine de Vaisseau E Barthes

	 




	Maillé Brézé

	Capitaine de Frégate HME Glotin

	Lost 30 April




	Milan

	Capitaine de Frégate LM Plumejeaud

	Damaged 22 May




	Tartu

	Capitaine de Vaisseau J Chomel

	 








VII. Transports, Tankers And Support Vessels

British: Acrity, Arandora Star, Arbroath, Bellerophon, British Lady, British Lord, British Governor, Broomdale, Blackheath, Ben Machree, Cedarbank, Charlebury, Coxwold, Cromarty Firth, Conch, Cyprian Prince, Delius, Dromore Castle, Duchess of York, Dallington Court, Empress of Australia, Franconia, St Magnus, St Sunniva, St Ronan, St Lomond, Spanker, Oleander, Oronsay, Ormonde, Orama, Oil Pioneer, Pembroke Castle, Ulster Monarch, Ulster Prince, Royal Ulsterman, Royal Scotsman, Monarch of Bermuda, Reina del Pacifico, Theseus, Oligarch, Harmattan, Yermont, Lancastria, Georgic, Ngakoa, Loch Nagar, Lycaon, Margot, Empire Ability, Vandyck, Yewmount, Buccaneer, Sea Valour, Lochee, Lunar Bow, Heron, Balteako

Polish: Batory, Chrobry, Mashobra, Sobieski

French: Ville d’Oran, Ville d’Alger, El Kantara, El Djezaïr, El Mansour, Saumur, Aminois, Flandre, St Firmin, St Clair, Château Pavie, Albert Le Bourgène, Brestois, Chenonceau, Colombie, Mexique

Danish: Gunvor Mærsk





— Appendix F —

Allied Land Forces Involved in the Norwegian Campaign

Commander-in-Chief Avonforce/Rupertforce

Major General PJ Mackesy (10 April-13 May)

Commander-in-Chief Northern Expeditionary Force (from 13 May)

Lieutenant General CJE Auchinleck (13 May-8 June)

24th Guards Brigade

Brigadier W Fraser

1st Battalion the Scots Guards – Lieutenant Colonel TB Trappes-Lomax

1st Battalion the Irish Guards – Lieutenant Colonel WB Faulkner

2nd Battalion the South Wales Borderers – Lieutenant Colonel P Gottwaltz

Numbers 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 Independent Companies – Lieutenant Colonel/Brigadier C McV Gubbins

One troop 3rd King’s Own Hussars (Tanks)

203rd Battery, 51st Field Regiment, Royal Artillery

6th Anti-Aircraft Brigade, Royal Artillery – Brigadier FNC Rosseter

55th Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment – 163rd, 164th, 65th Battery

56th Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment – 3rd, 167th Battery

51st Heavy Anti-Aircraft Regiment – 151st, 152nd, 153rd Battery

82nd Heavy Anti-Aircraft Regiment – 156th, 193rd, 256th Battery

No. 10 Army Observer Unit, Royal Artillery

229th Field Company, Royal Engineers

230th Field Company, Royal Engineers

Detachment, 231st Field Park Company, Royal Engineers

Detachment, Royal Corps of Signals

Special Inc to HQ 49th Division, Royal Army Service Corps – Lieutenant Colonel HM Hinde

Corps Expéditionnaire Francais Scandinavie – French Scandinavian Expeditionary Corps Général de Division Audet

27th Demi-Brigade Chasseurs Alpins – Géneral de Brigade Béthouart

6th, 12th, 14th Batallion de Chasseurs Alpins

13th Demi-Brigade de Légion Etranger – Lieutenant Colonel Magrin-Verneret

1st Bataillon – Commandante Boyer-Resses

2nd Bataillon – Commandante Gueninchaut

342nd Compagnie Autonome de Chars de Combat (Independent Tank Company) – Captaine Dublineau, Hotchkiss H-39 light tanks

343rd Compagnie Autonome de Chars, Renault FT-17 tanks

le 2e groupe autonome d’artillerie coloniale (2nd Independent Group, Colonial Artillery)

la 14e compagnie anti-chars (14th Anti-Tank Company)

Samodzielna Brygada Strzelców Podhalanskich – Independent Podhale Rifle Brigade Brigadier-General Zygmunt Bohusz-Szyszko

First Demi-Brigade – Colonel Benedykt Chlusewicz

1st Battalion – Major W Kobylinski

2nd Battalion – Lieutenant Colonel Wladyslaw Dec

Second Demi-Brigade – Lieutenant Colonel J Kobylecki

3rd Battalion – Lieutenant Colonel M Mackowski

4th Battalion – Major A Jackowski

North-Western Expeditionary Force, Central Norway

Lieutenant General HRS Massy (19 April-6 May)

Commander Land Forces Namsos – Mauriceforce

Major General A Carton de Wiart

146th Infantry Brigade (Territorial Army) – Brigadier CG Phillips

4th Battalion, the Royal Lincolnshire Regiment – Lieutenant Colonel HW Newton

1/4th Battalion, the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry – Lieutenant Colonel WS Hibbert

Hallamshire Battalion, the York and Lancaster Regiment – Lieutenant Colonel CG Robbins

One Section 55th Field Company, Royal Engineers – Captain Godfrey

166 Light Anti-Aircraft Battery from 56th Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment

193 Anti-Aircraft Battery from 82nd Anti-Aircraft Regiment

5th Demi-Brigade Chasseurs Alpins – Général de Brigade Béthouart

13th, 53rd, 67th Battalion Chasseurs Alpins

Detachments, Anti-Aircraft and Anti-Tank Artillery

One section of engineers

Commander Land Forces Åndalsnes – Sickleforce

Major General BCT Paget

148th Brigade (Territorial Army) – Brigadier H de R Morgan

1/5th Battalion the Royal Leicestershire Regiment – Lieutenant Colonel GJ German

1/8th Battalion the Sherwood Foresters – Lieutenant Colonel TA Ford

15th Brigade (Regular Army) – Brigadier HEF Smyth

1st Battalion the Green Howards – Lieutenant Colonel AE Robinson

1st Battalion the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry – Acting Lieutenant Colonel EE Cass

1st Battalion the York and Lancaster Regiment – Lieutenant Colonel AL Kent-Lemon

168th Light Anti-Aircraft Battery, Royal Artillery (40-mm Bofors guns)

260th Heavy Anti-Aircraft Battery, Royal Artillery (3-inch guns)

55th Field Company, Royal Engineers (less one section)

146th Field Hospital

Primrose Force

Lieutenant Colonel HW Simpson

Major H Lumley

21st Royal Marine Light Anti-Aircraft Battery Major GW Beasley





— Appendix G —

Allied Personnel Involved with the Norwegian Government









	Name

	 




	Cecil Dormer

	British Minister to Norway. Evacuated Oslo early morning 9 April. Left Molde on Glasgow. To Britain with Koht and Ljungberg. Back to Tromsø on Enterprise mid-May




	Joseph Bernard Newill

	Commander RNR Secretary of Legation. MI6




	Hector Boyes

	Rear Admiral. Naval Attaché at legation in Oslo. In Sweden a few days mid-April. Returned with Admiral Evans on 20 April from Molde to Tromsø on Glasgow




	Alan S W Dore

	Wing Commander. Assistant Air Attaché at legation in Oslo. Left Åndalsnes for Britain by flyingboat on 28 April




	Rowland Kenney

	Press Attaché at legation in Oslo. Arrived Åndalsnes 10 April. Served there as intelligence officer until evacuated on 28 April




	Cecil Parrot

	Assistant Press Attaché. Arrested by Germans 9 April. Released to Sweden in late April




	George Pollock

	Second Assistant Press Attaché. Arrested by Germans. Interned in Germany




	DW Lascelles

	First Secretary. Head of Chancery in Oslo. With Dormer to Rena and Lesja. From Molde to Tromsø on Glasgow. Charge d’Affairs in Tromsø and British representative with Norwegian government




	Harold Wilfred Freese-Pennefather

	Second Secretary




	EM Rose

	Third Secretary. With Dormer to Rena and Lesja. Left Molde on Glasgow




	CL Paus

	Commercial Attaché at legation in Oslo




	HA Macrea

	Commercial Counsellor at legation in Oslo




	Peter Smallbones

	With Kenney at Åndalsnes. Evacuated 30 April




	Peter F Storrs

	Lieutenant. Assistant Attaché. With Dormer to Rena and Lesja. Left Molde on Glasgow




	Nora Bing

	Archivist




	Francis Edward Foley

	Captain. Passport Control Officer. In reality head of MI6 at legation in Oslo. Evacuated from Molde 30 April on Ulster Prince




	Margaret Grant Reid

	Foley’s assistant at legation in Oslo. Evacuated from Molde 30 April on Ulster Prince




	Leslie Herbert Mitchell

	At legation in Oslo. Part of Foley’s intelligence group. Foley’s deputy. MI6




	Joan Margaret Cole-Hamilton

	At legation in Oslo. Evacuated to Åndalsnes. Returned to Øyer 13 April. Evacuated from Norway c.27 April




	Elisabeth Frances Buller Kitson

	At legation in Oslo. Evacuated to Åndalsnes. Returned to Øyer 13 April. Evacuated from Norway c.27 April




	Henry Christopher Edwards

	W/T operator, Foley’s group. Evacuated from Åndalsnes with shell-shock c.25 April




	Thomas Murphy

	W/T operator, Foley’s group




	Edward JC King-Salter

	Lieutenant Colonel. Military Attaché at Ruges HQ. Arrived from Finland 14 April. Seriously wounded at Tretten 24 April. Prisoner of war. Repatriated to Britain 1943




	Frank Lyche Olsen

	Squadron Leader. At legation in Oslo. King-Salter’s assistant. Remained with Ruge after King-Salter was wounded. Evacuated from Åndalsnes




	Edward RG Edwards

	Admiral. Arrived Norway via Stockholm 20 April. Returned to Britain via Sweden




	Cecil CA Allen

	Captain. Head of Military Mission in southern Norway. Arrived 17 April. Left Molde on Glasgow




	Whitney Willard Straight

	Squadron Leader. Member of Military Mission in southern Norway. Arrived in Norway 17 April to survey the countryside for possible landing sites for the RAF




	Cyril Smith

	Lieutenant (RNVR). Member of Military Mission in southern Norway. Arrived 17 April




	RCG Pollock

	Colonel. Military Attaché in northern Norway. Arrived from Sweden 16 May




	Pakenham-Mahon

	Captain. Adjoint to Pollock




	AW Brown

	Major. Leader of No. 13 Military Mission at Norwegian HQ from 19 April




	Robert B Redhead

	Captain. Member of No. 13 Military Mission at Norwegian HQ from 21 April




	EAB Dahl

	Sergeant. Member of No. 13 Military Mission at Norwegian HQ from 19 April




	CA Edmond

	Consul in Bergen. Arrested by Germans




	George Villiers

	Lieutenant Commander, NCS officer and Vice-Consul in Bergen




	James Chaworth-Musters

	Lieutenant RNVR. NCS officer in Bergen. Escaped to Britain




	RJ Harris-St. John

	Captain. Vice-Consul and ‘shipping adviser’ in Bergen




	Millner

	Lieutenant. Assistant ‘shipping adviser’ in Bergen




	AC Croft

	Captain. MIR officer in Bergen. On the run in Norway. Left from Ålesund with British forces




	Spence

	Consul at Stavanger. Escaped to Britain




	Miss Cragg

	Secretary at consulate in Stavanger




	Frank Cuthbert Platt

	Commander. ‘Shipping adviser’ in Stavanger




	John Olsson

	Captain. Assistant ‘shipping adviser’ in Stavanger




	Malcolm Munthe

	Captain. MIR officer in Stavanger. On the run in Norway. Arrived in Sweden late May




	Howard W Coxon

	Member of intelligence group in Stavanger




	Albert CW Ware

	W/T operator of intelligence group in Stavanger




	Cosmo Douglas

	Captain, NCS and Consul at Ålesund. Evacuated to Britain




	GLO Gibbs

	Consul at Narvik. Sheltered by Norwegians. Evacuated from Harstad




	MP Vavasour

	Commander. Assistant to Gibbs. Sheltered by Norwegians. Evacuated from Harstad




	E Piggott

	Assistant to Gibbs. Sheltered by Norwegians. Evacuated from Harstad




	HW Torrance

	Captain. MIR officer in Narvik. Sheltered by Norwegians. Evacuated from Harstad




	Palmer

	MIR officer in Narvik. Arrested by Germans 9 April.




	Victor Mallet

	British Minister to Sweden in Stockholm




	William Horace Montague-Pollock

	Deputy British Minister in Stockholm. Head of Chancery




	Reginald Sutton-Pratt

	Lieutenant Colonel. British Military Attaché in Stockholm




	Robert de Dampierre

	French Minister to Norway. Left Molde on Glasgow. Left Tromsø on Devonshire




	Jacques E Paris

	First Secretary at embassy in Oslo. Left Molde on Glasgow. Left Tromsø on Devonshire




	Bertrand-Vigne

	Commandant. French Military Attaché in Helsinki, sent to Norway. Left Molde on Glasgow. Left Tromsø on Devonshire




	Lucien Thiry

	Lieutenant. Assistant Military Attaché. Left Molde on Glasgow. Left Tromsø on Devonshire




	D’Arzur

	Capitaine de Frégate. Naval Attaché. Left Molde on Glasgow. Left Tromsø on Devonshire




	Kermarec

	Lieutenant de Vaisseau. Assistant Naval Attaché. Left Molde on Glasgow.




	Bernardes

	French Vice-Consul in Bergen. Evacuated from Åndalsnes




	Wladyslaw Neumann

	Polish Minister to Norway. Continued north with the Norwegian government. Left Tromsø on Devonshire












Abbreviations and Glossaries

Abbreviations








	A/A

	Anti-aircraft




	AP

	Armour-piercing (shell or grenade)




	AR

	Artillery regiment




	A/S

	Anti-submarine




	AT

	Admiralty Telegram




	BC

	Bomber Command




	B-Dienst

	Beobachtungsdienst ‘observation service’; German shipboard cryptanalyst service




	BrT

	British Time




	CAP

	Combat Air Patrol




	CIGS

	Chief of the Imperial General Staff




	C-in-C

	Commander-in-Chief




	CoS

	Chiefs of Staffs




	GC&CS

	Government Code and Cypher School




	DCT

	Director Control Tower




	DK

	District Command (in Norwegian army




	DR

	Dragonregiment (Norwegian cavalry regiment)




	FAA

	Fleet Air Arm




	FJR

	Fallschirmjäger Regiment




	FO

	Foreign Office




	GeT

	German Time




	GJR

	Gebirgsjäger (Mountain Rangers) Regiment




	GP

	General purpose




	HA

	High-angle




	HE

	High explosive




	HOK

	Hærens Overkommando (Norwegian Army Supreme Command)




	ID

	Infantry Division




	IR

	Infantry Regiment




	JG

	Jagdgeschwader (German fighter wing)




	JIC

	Joint Intelligence Committee




	KG

	Kampfgeschwader (German bomber wing)




	KGzbV

	Kampfgeschwader zur besonderen Verwendung (German special purpose wing)




	KIA

	Killed in action




	KGr

	Kampfgruppe




	KOYLI

	King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry




	KTB

	Kriegstagebuch (German war diary)




	KüFlGr

	Küstenfliegergruppe (German Coastal Reconnaissance Unit)




	LCA

	Assault landing craft




	LCM

	Motor landing craft




	LG

	Lehrgeschwader




	MI6

	Early name used for SIS foreign intelligence




	MIR

	Military Intelligence Research (intelligence section of the British War Office, formed in 1939)




	MNDBO

	Mobile Naval Defence Base Organisation




	MTB

	Motor torpedo boat




	NCO

	Non-commissioned officer




	NCS

	Naval Control of Shipping




	NS

	Nasjonal Samling (Quisling’s National Unification Party)




	OIC

	Operational Intelligence Centre




	OKH

	Oberkommando des Heeres (German Army High Command)




	OKW

	Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (German High Command of the Armed Forces)




	RCO

	Remote Control Office




	RNN

	Royal Norwegian Navy




	SAP

	Semi-armour piercing (shell or grenade)




	SDD

	Sjøforsvars Distrikt (Norwegian Sea Defence District)




	SDS

	Sjøforsvars Sektor (Norwegian Sea Defence Sector)




	Sigint

	Signals intelligence (assessment of intercepted radio traffic)




	SIS

	Secret Intelligence Service




	SKL

	Seekriegsleitung (German Naval High Command)




	SNO

	Senior Naval Officer




	SOE

	Special Operations Executive




	SOK

	Sjøforsvarets Overkommando (Norwegian Supreme Command of the Sea Defence Forces)




	StG

	Sturzkampfgeschwader (German dive-bomber wing)




	USW

	Ultra-short wavelength (short-range radio for communication between ships)




	VAA

	Vice Admiral Aircraft Carriers




	VC

	Victoria Cross




	VHF

	Very high frequency




	W/T

	Wireless telegraphy (basic radio for coded signals)




	XDO

	Extended Defence Officer




	ZG

	Zerstörergeschwader (German heavy fighter wing)






Norwegian Words and Terms








	Avsnitt

	Sector




	Bevoktningsavdeling

	Auxiliary unit




	Etterretning

	Intelligence




	Festning

	Fortress




	Flystasjon

	Airbase




	Indreleia

	The Leads




	Jager

	Destroyer; also fighter aircraft




	Kommanderende admiral

	Commanding Admiral




	Kommanderende general

	Commanding General




	Krigshavn

	Restricted area




	Kystartilleriet

	Coastal artillery




	Kystvakten

	Coastguard




	Marinen

	Navy




	Marinens Flyvevåben

	Naval Air Arm




	Minelegger

	Minelayer




	Minesveiper

	Minesweeper




	Norges Bank

	Bank of Norway




	Nøytraltetsvakt

	Neutrality Guard




	Panserskip

	Armoured coastal cruiser; pansership




	Sambandssentral

	Communication central




	Sjef

	Commanding officer; C-in-C




	Sjøforsvaret

	Sea Defence Forces




	Stab

	Staff




	Statsråd

	Council of State (official meeting between king and government)




	Storting

	Norwegian Parliament




	Stortingspresident

	Parliamentary president




	Torpedobåt

	Torpedo boat




	Undervannsbåt (U-båt)

	Submarine






The three Norwegian letters Æ, Ø and Å (æ, ø and å) are used as in the original language.

Æ (æ) or ae is pronounced as in a drawn-out pronunciation of carry or marry.

Ø (ø) or oe is pronounced very much as in the English sir or the French fleur.

Å (å) or aa is pronounced much like the o in more or before.

German Words and Terms








	Abwehr

	German military intelligence




	Aufklärungs Abteilung

	Reconnaissance unit




	Auswärtiges Amt

	Foreign Office




	DeTe-Gerät

	Shipborn radar (Dezimeter-Telegraphie-Gerät)




	Fallschirmjäger

	Paratrooper




	FernaufklGr

	Fernaufklärungsgruppe (Long-range reconnaisance unit)




	Fliegerkorps

	Air force corps




	FdT (Führer der Torpedoboote)

	C-in-C torpedo boats




	FdZ (Führer der Zerstörer)

	C-in-C destroyers




	Gebirgsjäger

	Mountain ranger




	General der Flieger

	Air force general




	General der Infanterie

	Infantry general




	Grossadmiral

	Grand Admiral




	Hauptmann

	Army captain




	HeeresaufklGr

	Heeresaufklärungsgruppe (Army coordination and reconnaissance unit) (also Naheaufklärungsfliegergruppe (Heer))




	Jäger

	Ranger (literally hunter)




	Kapitän zur See

	Naval captain




	Kriegsmarine

	German Navy




	Landser

	Affectionate name for German soldiers, referring to medieval mercenaries carrying a lance




	Luftwaffe

	German Air Force




	Panzer Abw. Abt.

	Panzerabwehrabteilung (Anti-tank unit)




	Radfahrschwadron

	Bicycle unit




	R-Boot, Raumboot

	Fast minesweeper (R-boat)




	Reichskanzlei

	Reich Chancellery, buildings of the German government, including Hitler’s offices




	Reichsleiter

	National leader; the highest paramilitary rank of the Nazi Party




	Rittmeister

	Cavalry captain




	S-Boot, Schnellboot

	Motor torpedo boat, S-boat (known as E-boat later in the war)




	Sonderstab Weserübung

	Special Staff Weserübung




	Staffel

	Luftwaffe squadron




	Studie Nord

	Initial draft of plans for the invasion of Norway




	Wehrmacht

	German armed forces




	Wesertag

	Weser day. Codname for ‘D-Day Weserübung’




	Weserübung Nord

	The invasion of Norway




	Weserübung Süd

	The invasion of Denmark




	Weserzeit

	Weser time. Codname for the timing of the landings on Weser day. 05:15 German time, 04:15 Norwegian and British time




	Zerstörer

	Destroyer. Also used for heavy fighters such as Bf110






Naval Ranks




	Royal Norwegian Navy

	Royal Navy

	Kriegsmarine




	Utskrevet Menig

	Ordinary Seaman

	Matrose




	 

	Able Seaman

	Matrosen-Gefreiter




	 

	Leading Seaman

	Matrosen-Obergefreiter




	 

	Leading Seaman (4.5 years)

	Matrosen-Hauptgefreiter




	 

	Senior Leading Seaman

	Matrosen-Stabsgefreiter




	 

	 

	Matrosen-Stabsobergefreiter




	Utskrevet Kvartermester

	Petty Officer

	—maat*




	 

	Chief Petty Officer

	Ober—maat




	Kvartermester

	Boatswain

	Bootsmann




	 

	Senior Boatswain

	Stabsbootsmann




	 

	Chief Boatswain

	Oberbootsmann




	 

	Senior Chief Boatswain

	Stabsoberbootmann




	Kadett

	Midshipman/Cadet

	Fähnrich zur See




	Utskrevet Fenrik

	Sub-Lieutenant

	Oberfähnrich zur See




	Løytnant

	Lieutenant (Junior)

	Leutnant zur See




	 

	Lieutenant (Senior)

	Oberleutnant zur See




	Kapteinløytnant

	Lieutenant Commander

	Kapitänleutnant




	 

	Commander

	Korvettenkapitän




	Orlogskaptein

	Captain (Junior)

	Fregattenkapitän




	Kommandørkaptein

	Captain

	Kapitän zur See




	Kommandør

	Commodore

	Kommodore




	Kontreadmiral

	Rear Admiral

	Konteradmiral




	Viseadmiral

	Vice Admiral

	Vizeadmiral




	Admiral

	Admiral

	Admiral




	 

	 

	Generaladmiral




	 

	Admiral of the Fleet

	Grossadmiral






*A man’s trade would prefix the word -maat such as Funkermaat for a radio petty officer or a Bootsmannsmaat for a deck petty officer.
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  11   ADM 199/1840. At the court martial in 1945, the first officer, Lieutenant Brisley, described his condition after surfacing as ‘extremely exhausted and physically rather sick, with sluggish mental reactions’. He added that Lonsdale ‘looked pretty exhausted and was probably feeling the same [although] he appeared to be in complete command of the situation’.

  12   ADM 156/283. A little over an hour later, the Vice Admiral (Submarines) replied that the signal was ‘understood and agreed with’. Half an hour later, he added: ‘Safety of personnel should be your first consideration after destruction of asdics.’ Neither of these signals was known to Lonsdale because the radio equipment was destroyed before they could be received.

  13   Schmidt and Mehrens were not actually piloting their aircraft, but acted as observers and flight captains of the Arados.

  14   Seal did not have scuttling charges, but two depth charges, set to explode at fifty feet, were fitted in her bilges. Lonsdale feared that the crew might be killed if they were still in the water when the charges exploded.

  15   The SKL found it completely unbelievable (völlig unverstäntlich) that the crew had not scuttled the boat before abandoning her.

  16   One man was lost during the capture of the boat and one died during escape from a prison camp.

  17   ADM 156/283; ADM 234/380; Warren and Benson, Will Not We Fear; and Kurowski, Seekrieg aus der Luft. Rupert Lonsdale died in April 1999 at the age of 93.

  18   ADM 156/283.

  19   ADM 234/380.

  20   ADM 199/1925; and ADM 199/278.

  21   ADM 199/1925; Evans, Beneath the Waves; and Hezlet, British and Allied Submarine Operations in WWII, vol. 1.

  22   ‘Keep on’ was the motto of Kelly.

  23   ADM 1/10541.

  24   The minelayers Roland and Cobra crossed the Skagerrak from Wilhelmshaven to Kristiansand that night, escorted by six torpedo boats and two S-boats. They were not intercepted although they must have been close.

  25   ADM 1/10541; and AIR 24/372.

  26   KTB SKL April40; and RM 7/177.

  27   Vice Admiral Horton was promoted to admiral in January 1941 and in November 1942 given command of the Western Approaches to fight the German submarine menace. When the war ended he stepped down voluntarily. In 1948, Admiral Horton was ‘granted unrestricted permission to wear the Grand Cross of the Royal Order of St Olav, bestowed by the King of Norway for service to the Royal Norwegian Navy during the war. Max Horton died in 1951.

  28   Beesly, Very Special Admiral.

  29   Kimberley was short of fuel and later ordered to return to Rosyth.

  30   S31, S32, S33 and S34 were out on this night.

  31   Oberleutnant zur See Opdenhoff was awarded the Knight’s Cross for his achievements on this night.

  32   There was a flotilla order issued with instructions of what to jettison in a case such as this. It was found that too much of the ammunition had been thrown overboard when German air attacks set in and the instruction was later amended.

  33   Due to the complete power failure, Kelly was steered manually from the tiller flat with orders shouted from the bridge through a chain of men.

  34   ADM 267/89; ADM 199/363; ADM 199/376; ADM 199/385; Hough, Bless our Ship; and Whitley, German Coastal Forces of World War Two. The repair works needed on Kelly were extensive and it would be late December before she was under commission again.

Chapter 10

    1   Munthe-Kaas, Krigen i Narvikavsnittet 1940; and Haarr, The German Invasion of Norway, April 1940.

    2   See Haarr, The German Invasion of Norway, April 1940.

    3   The Alta Battalion and Varanger Battalion were independent units without regimental connections. The Varanger Battalion remained at the Norwegian-Russian border throughout the events.

    4   See Haarr, The German Invasion of Norway, April 1940. In early April, the Ofoten Division consisted of the panserships Norge and Eidsvold (both sunk on 9 April), the submarines B1 and B3 (escaped or hidden away), their tender Lyngen (escaped) and the auxiliaries Michael Sars and Kelt (both captured, later sunk).

    5   RA II-C-11-1360,1. Kaptein Brekke of B3 wished to operate in designated areas where British destroyers would be aware of him and leave his boat alone. This was considered too dangerous, however, and advised against by the British.

    6   The base at Skatøra was under construction in April 1940, but far from completed. The A/A defences consisted of only three machine guns and the aircraft were dispersed around the area to avoid being destroyed.

    7   RA II-C-11-1360,1. In all, almost 100 bombs were salvaged from Rauenfels as well as ammunition, tinned food, motorcycles and other provisions.

    8   The Germans found 8,000 rifles, 300 light and 15 heavy machine guns with ammunition in the depots at Elvegårdsmoen, as well as uniforms and other essential winter equipment. During the first two weeks after the occupation, a large part of this was shipped to Narvik as neither the Norwegians nor the British commands realised the ferry across the fjord was still in operation.

    9   Literally ‘Mountain Navy’. German sailors had basic infantry training as part of their education, but naturally lacked tactical and operational experience.

  10   IWM PP/MRC/C10; RM 54/30; Heye, Z 13 von Kiel bis Narvik; and Dietl and Herrmann, General Dietl, das Leben eines Soldaten.

  11   Broch, Fjellene venter.

  12   Dietl was again subordinated to Group XXI on 5 May when Falkenhorst established a new headquarters in Trondheim for the northward advance. The Oberkommando der Wehrmacht or OKW (High Command of the Armed Forces) was in effect Hitler’s personal staff, combining strategic, operational and ministerial functions. The army, navy and air force were subordinated to the OKW, headed by Generaloberst Wilhelm Keitel, while Generalmajor Alfred Jodl led the operations staff (Führungsstab), which acted as a general staff.

  13   KTB SKL April40; IWM PP/MRC/C10; and Dietl and Herrmann, General Dietl, das Leben eines Soldaten. These orders arrived by courier on 22 April.

  14   Two aircraft got lost and landed on the coast further west, where they were destroyed by Norwegian aircraft.

  15   The crew of the aircraft that landed in Sweden was rapidly repatriated to Germany, some say in a prearranged deal, as they carried important documents and secret reports. The rest of the Junker crews went home at the end of April by railway through Sweden, masquerading as civilians among the sailors from the ore ships. Of the ten aircraft sunk at Hartvigsvann, five have been raised. Two are being restored in Germany and one can be seen at the Norwegian Armed Forces Aircraft Collection at Gardermoen, outside Oslo.

  16   Trapp, Kämpfe um Narvik 1940.

  17   Norwegian forces captured two German He115Bs of 1/StaffeVKuFlGr 506, complete with bombs and ammunition. They had landed at Brønnøysund and Ørnes, near Bodø, their crews undoubtedly believing that these areas were already secured by German troops.

  18   Gaul, ‘The Part Played’; and Hafsten et al, Flyalarm.

  19   IWM PP/MRC/C10.

  20   KTB SKL April40; IWM PP/MRC/C10; and Trapp, Kämpfe um Narvik 1940. The German Foreign Office put heavy pressure on the Swedish government to approve the return of merchant sailors, wounded and prisoners for ‘humanitarian reasons’.

  21   ADM 199/385; CAB 83/3; CAB 106/1170; CAB 106/1168; CAB 106/1171; and Churchill, The Second World War, vol. 1. By the time he departed Scapa Flow, Mackesy’s private account of revised orders and new schemes had reached ‘Avonmouth five, a sickly peevish child from birth’.

  22   Cork’s appointment was not communicated to Admiral Forbes before AT 2314/13 in the early hours of the 14th.

  23   Lord Cork had been C-in-C of the Home Fleet from 1933 to 1936.

  24   ADM 199/485; IWM 96/56/1; Churchill, The Second World War, vol. 1; Cork and Orrery, My Naval Life; and Haarr, The German Invasion of Norway, April 1940. Admiral Sir William Henry Dudley ‘Ginger’ Boyle GCB, 12th Earl of Cork and Orrery, was born in Cork, Ireland in 1873. After the events in Norway he served in a few staffpositions before retiring in 1941. He died in April 1967.

  25   ADM 199/1929; ADM 199/485; Cork and Orrery, My Naval Life; and Churchill, The Second World War, vol. 1.

  26   AIR 20/4011; and Macleod, Time Unguarded.

  27   Heye, Z13 von Kiel bis Narvik.

  28   ADM 199/473. Whitworth knew that a reconstituted military force had sailed on the 12th from Clyde under the command of Major General Mackesy, escorted by a naval force led by Admiral of the Fleet the Earl of Cork and Orrery.

  29   ADM 199/475; and ADM 199/473.

  30   CAB 106/1168; and Dietl and Herrmann, General Dietl, das Leben eines Soldaten.

  31   ADM 199/1929.

  32   CAB 106/1168.

  33   CAB 106/1168.

  34   ADM 199/485.

  35   Brown, Naval Operations of the Campaign in Norway.

  36   CAB 106/1168. The SKL noted in their diary on 19 April that an American journalist who had come across the lines reported eagerly that Allied troops had landed near Salangen with skis and artillery.

  37   ADM 199/385. Patrick Dalzel-Job had spent two years before the war sailing in Norway and was one of the very few officers of the Royal Navy with knowledge of the Norwegian coast.

  38   German radio intercepts registered the arrival of Southampton in the Narvik area. The sailing of Chrobry and Batory from Britain was also registered, clearly indicating troop movements northwards.

  39   Lindbäck-Larsen, 6. Divisjon.

  40   ADM 199/475.

  41   ADM 100/475; ADM 199/478; ADM 199/385; and ADM 199/485. Monarch of Bermuda carried the 1st Battalion, Irish Guards, Reina del Pacifico the 2nd Battalion South Wales Borderers and Batory the 1st Battalion, Scots Guards.

  42   RM 98/128.

  43   ADM 199/481.

  44   ADM 199/481. All but two of the forty-two men from U49 were rescued.

  45   ADM 199/481; ADM 199/485; and Blair, Hitler’s U-Boat War, vol. 1. The Admiralty directed Rear Admiral (D) Hallifax to arrange for an anti-submarine force of nine destroyers to operate against the U-boats around the Orkneys and Shetland, but due to the number of other commitments, this was never fully achieved.

  46   ADM 199/481; and ADM 199/475.

  47   ‘… eine Wand von Schiffen.

  48   RM 98/128; and Blair, Hitler’s U-Boat War, vol. 1.

  49   Prien died in March 1941 when U47 went down.

  50   Dönitz, Zehn Jahre und zwanzig Tage; and www.uboat.net.

  51   ADM 199/482.

  52   ADM 199/485; and Enoksen, Tusen glemte menn. In the open, the small wooden boats fared well, but when caught between a near miss and the hull of the ship it missed, they were crushed and severely damaged or sunk. Withdrawal of the air-raid warning system led to a strike among the Norwegian labourers and small craft crews.

  53   ADM 1997/474.

  54   ADM 199/485.

  55   ADM 199/485. On 29 May, five German aircraft were seen laying mines in southern Tjeldsund. Subsequent sweeping operations exploded four mines, two by non-magnetic sweep and two by magnetic.

  56   ADM 199/485.

  57   IWM 90/23/1.

  58   Enterprise arrived at Harstad on the 17th and was put under Lord Cork’s command.

  59   IWM 89/3/1.

  60   Connell, Valiant Quartet.

  61   IWM 90/23/1.

  62   Connell, Valiant Quartet.

  63   ADM 199/474.

  64   ADM 199/379; and ADM 199/475.

  65   General Fleischer arrived by seaplane from Salangen.

  66   There were some 200,000 tons of fuel oil available in Tromsø administered by the Norwegian authorities there.

  67   Imogen remained in Tromsø for communication. Isis and Ilex were detached at 01:00 on the 15th to rendezvous with the Furious on her way to Tromsø.

  68   ADM 199/388.

  69   ADM 199/388.

  70   ADM 53/113385.

  71   Peter Taylor and his wife Eileen invited me to their home in Gravesend in April 2009 and Peter spent several hours telling me of his life in the navy during the war and in Narvik in particular. Peter and a number of other surviving gunners were granted a pension in the 1990s after the government audiologist accepted that their hearing loss was caused by war service. No protection other than anti-flash gear was offered to the gunners even though the multiple pom-poms in particular were notorious for causing considerable discomfort to their crew.

  72   Most of the payment to the locals was arranged on the spot, in part through cash advances by Sverdrup as the British had no Norwegian cash and limited pound notes. Most of this was repaid to him later in London. In 1944, however, a bill of 207,500 Norwegian kroner (equivalent to just over £11,723 at the time) was presented by the Norwegian Embassy to the Admiralty, covering the services of Stærkodder and Gravdal hospital. It is not known if this was paid.

  73   ADM 199/474. Sverdrup was later referred to as ‘Snowdrop’ by many of the British, having difficulty in pronouncing his name correctly. Typical of the pragmatic way things were organised in this part of the country, Sverdrup’s position as self-appointed liaison officer with the British was swiftly recognised and he received orders from the Norwegian military to remain in Skjelfjord rather than answering the otherwise general call to service.

  74   Captain Emblem was an old salt with limited interest in smartness and finesse, and his coal-fired vessel was not what the British officers would call ‘ship shape’. He was one of the most experienced salvage skippers in the north, though, and had a reputation that extended far beyond the Lofoten region.

  75   RA II-C-11-940.

  76   Steen, Norges Sjøkrig 1940–45, vol. 4.

  77   ADM 199/474. The hospital was small and became so overcrowded by the British sailors that civilian casualties had to be evacuated elsewhere. A nearby schoolhouse was equipped to take care of the less serious cases. By end of April, some twenty of the wounded men had been repatriated. Not one of the sailors admitted to Gravdal died.

  78   A children’s party was thrown for the local youngsters before Cossack left on the 23rd.

  79   ADM 199/485; and ADM 199/474. The eight officers from Alster were taken to Britain by Cossack and Punjabi. Alster herself was later taken to Kirkenes and later still taken over by the British merchant navy. She was sunk on 20 April 1941 in the Atlantic by U73, carrying the name Empire Endurance.

  80   ADM 199/473.

  81   The Sverdrup Papers. A number of papers and reports from Hartvig Sverdrup have kindly been made available by William Hakvaag at Lofoten Krigsminnemusem in Svolvær.

  82   The tugs Bandit and Buccaneer had arrived in the early hours of 8 May to take Penelope home.

  83   ADM 199/481.

  84   Isis sustained damage to both propellers when striking what appears to have been a wreck in Ballangen on the 8th, after which she was towed to Skelfjord by her sister Ilex.

  85   ADM 199/478.

  86   Diary of Jack Goodwin (unpublished, provided by Peter Taylor). The LCMs are motor landing craft used at Bjerkvik, where they were overhauled and made ready for Narvik. The ‘wireless’ referred to is a telegram from the Admiralty to all ships at Narvik, acknowledging their efforts.

  87   ADM 53/113386.

  88   Peter Taylor.

  89   CAB 106/1168; and CAB 106/1156

  90   CAB 106/1168; and CAB 106/1156.

  91   Dietl and Herrmann, General Dietl, das Leben eines Soldaten.

  92   FO 371/24832.

  93   See Haarr, The German Invasion of Norway, April 1940.

  94   CAB 106/1168; and CAB 106/1156.

  95   Both the Norwegian navy and army aircraft flew numerous reconnaissance and photo missions for their own forces and, after bombs had been recovered from Rauenfels, also supported the advance of the Norwegian forces on several occasions. The German A/A gunners did not open fire on the He115s until they started dropping bombs, believing they were their own aircraft.

  96   Dietl and Herrmann, General Dietl, das Leben eines Soldaten.

  97   Hauge, Kampene i Norge 1940.

  98   ADM 199/485.

  99   ADM 199/485.

100   ADM 199/483.

101   WO 106/1916; and ADM 199/485.

102   Warspite had been ordered to head for Rosyth and was already under way southwards when recalled to Vaagsfjorden through new orders in the afternoon of the 19th.

103   CAB 106/1168.

104   ADM 199/485.

105   CAB 106/1168.

106   ADM 53/111495; ADM 199/485; ADM 199/1929; and CAB 106/1168.

107   ADM 199/1929.

108   ADM 199/1929.

109   ADM 199/485.

110   ADM 199/1929.

111   Macleod, Time Unguarded.

112   ADM 199/1929.

113   ADM 199/485.

114   ADM 199/485.

115   Dietl and Herrmann, General Dietl, das Leben eines Soldaten; and Broch, Fjellene venter. At Sildvik, Dietl met with the wounded Korvettenkapitän Max-Eckart Wolff, captain of the destroyer Georg Thiele, which lay grounded on the side of the fjord just below the station.

116   The destroyers Hostile, Havock, Hero and Foxhound screened Warspite and, searching for U-boats, did not take part in the bombardment.

117   IWM 89/3/1; ADM 53/113385; ADM 199/475; ADM 199/485; ADM 199/1929; and CAB 106/1168.

118   Warspite served throughout the war and finally ended her career in 1947 after more than thirty years’ service. Her steering wheel was presented to King Haakon as a gift from King George VI and the Royal Navy. The wheel is today kept in Narvik town hall as a memento of the dramatic events of April 1940.

119   ADM 199/485.

120   ADM 199/485; and CAB 106/1168.

121   ADM 199/474.

122   ADM 199/485.

123   ADM 199/485.

124   Dilks, The Diaries of Sir Alexander Cadogan.

125   Broch, Fjellene venter.

126   ADM 199/485; and Petterøe, Fem årpå banjeren.

127   Broch, Fjellene venter.

128   Diary of Kaptein Bredsdorff. Rynning was later attached to Admiral Cunningham onboard Devonshire as liaison officer and when he left Tromsø Rynning was transferred to Lord Cork onboard Effingham. When Devonshire and Cunningham returned to Tromsø in mid-May, Løytnant Skule Storheil was appointed liaison officer onboard the cruiser.

129   ADM 199/482.

130   Nordanger, Lang Kyst!.

131   ADM 199/485.

132   ADM 199/485.

133   Admiral Lyster and four staff flew from Invergordon in the flyingboat Caribou.

134   ADM 199/485.

135   ADM 199/485.

136   ADM 199/485; Buckley, Norway, the Commandos, Dieppe; and Johnsen, Slaget om Narvik, Sydfronten.

137   Broch, Fjellene venter.

138   ADM 199/485.

139   C-in-C Lieutenant Colonel Valentini.

140   Hauge, Kampene i Norge 1940.

141   13th Demi-brigade de la Légion étrangère (13th DBLE), C-in-C Lieutenant Colonel Raoul-Charles Magrin-Vernerey.

142   The Foreign Legionnaires, who included Germans as well as Spanish Republicans, were largely well-trained men, many with previous battle experience. The Chasseurs Alpin on the other hand were new units and a mixture of regular recruits and men from the mountainous regions of France.

143   RA II-C-11-51,6; and Bratbak, Den selvstendige Podhalebrigaden – opptakt og skjebne.

144   ADM 199/485; Buckley, Norway, the Commandos, Dieppe; and Johnsen, Slaget om Narvik, Sydfronten.

145   The gunfire from the Allied ships operating in Rombaksfjorden generated avalanches that blocked the line at several places well into May.

146   Fifty Norwegian soldiers were captured together with Major Omdal. Around 300 crossed into Sweden, where they were interned. Omdal later escaped and rejoined the Norwegian forces.

147   The Norddal bridge was repaired by October 1940, but the full length of the railway did not open to regular traffic until January 1941 – with Swedish electricity.

148   Lindbäck-Larsen, 6. Divisjon.

149   RA II-C-11-940; and Lindbäck-Larsen, 6. Divisjon.

150   Thirty-seven men died, including three company commanders, sixty-four were wounded and at least 150 were taken prisoner.

151   Hovland, General Carl Gustav Fleischer storhet og fall.

152   Munthe-Kaas, Krigen i Narvikavsnittet 1940; and Lindbäck-Larsen, 6. Divisjon.

153   RA II-C-11-151,6; and Adams, The Doomed Expedition.

154   Munthe-Kaas, Krigen i Narvikavsnittet 1940.

155   At the latitude of Harstad, the sun is above the horizon from 25 May to 18 July.

156   ADM 199/485.

157   ADM 199/478.

158   ADM 199/485.

159   Fifty-nine of the 213-man crew perished. Grom was one of the three destroyers of the Polish navy that escaped to Britain in September 1939.

160   CAB 106/1168.

161   ADM 199/1929; and CAB 106/1168.

162   Munthe-Kaas, Krigen i Narvikavsnittet 1940.

163   The first of the landing craft arrived on 25 April onboard Empire Ability, a second batch following with Cyclops a few days later. Four were assault landing craft for infantry (LCAs), six more were motor landing craft for vehicles and heavier equipment (LCMs). One LCM capsized on 9 May when loading a tank onto it, and the tank was lost. These were all the vessels of this type available in Britain at the time.

164   The 342nd Independent Tank Company (Compagnie Autonome de Char de Combat) was set up with Hotchkiss H39 light tanks and Renault Type UE Chenilette carriers. Most of the H39s were eventually lost, but a number of the Chenilettes were shipped back to Britain where they became part of the 1st Free French Tank Unit in southern England. One of the Chenilettes survives and is on display in the Tank Museum at Bovington.

165   Lapie, With the Foreign Legion at Narvik.

166   A naval officer was to go on shore with the second wave of infantry to control the fire from the ships in support of the troops as they moved inland.

167   Lapie, With the Foreign Legion at Narvik.

168   General Béthouart went ashore, while Lord Cork and General Auchinleck returned to Harstad on Effingham.

169   Of the buildings, 140 were totally destroyed and the remaining 104 were damaged. There were thirty-six casualties in all amongst the soldiers on the Allied side – www.bjerkvik.gs.nl.no.

170   ADM 199/1929; ADM 199/485; Dietl and Herrmann, General Dietl, das Leben eines Soldaten; and Munthe-Kaas, Krigen i Narvikavsnittet 1940 and Hauge, Kampene i Norge 1940.

171   Der Deutsche Fallschirmjäger 4/90 and 5/90; and Dietl and Herrmann, General Dietl, das Leben eines Soldaten.

172   Lieutenant General Auchinleck had been informed by General Ironside on 28 April that he would be required to go to Narvik.

173   ADM 199/485; CAB 106/1156; and CAB 106/1168. He was later employed as a military correspondent by the Daily Telegraph.

174   ADM 199/1929.

175   ADM 199/485. Two Norwegians were killed onboard Daneb.

176   The Taylor Papers; and ADM 53/113386.

177   ADM 199/478.

178   ADM 1/10916.

179   ADM 199/485.

180   ADM 199/485.

181   ADM 199/485.

182   Personal letter from Leslie Marren in the Davie Papers.

183   ADM 199/485. The hulk of Curlew remained half sunk in the fjord until it was broken up in the 1960s. Today only parts remain.

184   ADM 199/1929.

185   ADM 267/126; and ADM 199/479.

186   As a combined anti-submarine protection and early warning of incoming German aircraft, one Swordfish was to patrol continuously during daylight hours fifteen miles ahead of the squadron and another Swordfish fifteen miles behind.

187   ADM 199/479.

188   See Haarr, The German Invasion of Norway, April 1940.

189   Bardufoss was rather basic for an airfield even in 1940. Work had started in April 1935, and one year later, a grassy field covering 200 x 200 metres was ready. The first building, a small hangar shed was ready in late summer. A workshop and underground fuel depots followed in the years after and a two-storey barracks in 1939. The first aircraft – four army Tiger Moths – arrived in March 1938. A small army air force wing, Hålogaland Flyveavdeling, was established in June 1939 with the intention of expanding the airfield in the coming years.

190   AIR 15/164.

191   ADM 199/485.

192   Warner, The Bristol Blenheim: A Complete History.

193   ADM 199/485.

194   ADM 199/485.

195   The Mobile Naval Base Defence Organisation (MNBDO) was a group of specialists such as engineers, mechanics, drivers, armourers and gunners to provide the Royal Navy with a base wherever requested.

196   ADM 199/485.

197   ADM 199/485.

198   ADM 199/485; and ADM 199/479.

199   Only two Gladiators were actually lost in combat. The British claims are exaggerated.

200   No. 46 Squadron had been in readiness for Norway since late April, when it was considered sending them to Åndalsnes.

201   Cross, Straight and Level.

202   Cross, Straight and Level.

203   When the first Royal Marine engineers had arrived some weeks earlier, the area was under a metre of snow. They toiled for weeks removing snow and blasting frozen ground only to find that water from the thawing snow that surrounded the airstrip kept flooding the cleared ground.

204   The Hurricanes of 46 Squadron had been equipped with three-bladed metal propellers before departure instead of their usual two-bladed wooden ones, mainly to give better performance on take-off but it had many other advantages as well. Landing at Bardufoss, one fighter overshot the runway but was hauled back undamaged, again proving the Hurricane’s robustness.

205   CAB 106/1170; Cross, Straight and Level; and Holmes, Hurricane Aces 1939–40.

206   Wakefield, The First Pathfinders. After interrogation, von Casimir was eventually sent to Canada where he remained a prisoner of war until 1946. He died in December 2005.

207   Pilot Officer Banks and Flying Officer Lydall are both buried at Narvik cemetery.

208   ADM 199/474. Alster still had Eskimo’s B turret in her hold.

209   Diary of Kaptein Bredsdorff. At the outbreak of war Heimdal was posted to SDD3 as fisheries protection vessel, based in Narvik. On 9 April she was at sea and avoided the invaders. During the campaign, Heimdal was based at Karlsøy, serving as a guard ship and escorting troopships carrying Norwegian soldiers from Tromsø to the Narvik front.

210   FO 371/24834; Koht, Norway, Neutral and Invaded; Koht, Frå skanse til skanse; Hambro, De første Måneder; Lie, Kampen for Norges frihet; and Nøkleby, Da krigen kom. Koht and Ljungberg met Halifax and Chamberlain in London and Reynaud and Daladier in Paris. Promises were made, and the two ministers headed back to Tromsø reasonably content. Before anything could be accomplished, however, the Western Front erupted and the focus of the war changed completely.

211   FO 371/24834. The misspelling of ‘Trondhjem’ is in the original document.

212   RA II-C-11-51,6; and Hovland, General Carl Gustav Fleischer storhet og fall. On 18 May, Ruge was announced as supreme commander for all Norwegian forces.

213   IWM 90/23/1.

214   ADM 199/385. Among other stores, Alster carried numerous transport vehicles.

215   RA II-C-11-940.

216   Derry, The Campaign in Norway.

217   ADM 199/485.

218   CAB 106/1156.

219   The LCMs and LCAs had been working hard in the weeks before the Narvik landings, including preparing the airfields at Skånland and Bardufoss. One had been sunk during an air raid and one burnt out after an accident. A couple of picket boats from Mashobra were to be deployed instead, but were found to be unsuitable.

220   ADM 199/478; ADM 199/482; ADM 199/485; Munthe-Kaas, Krigen i Narvikavsnittet 1940; and Enoksen, Tusen glemte menn.

221   CAB 106/1156.

222   ADM 199/2063; and ADM 199/478. The next day, Cairo took onboard the survivors from Curlew and headed for Scapa Flow.

223   The RAF kept a standing patrol of three aircraft patrolling over Narvik for the rest of the day. In all, ninety-five sorties were flown and the fighters engaged German bombers on at least three occasions.

224   ADM 199/482.

225   General Béthouart’s Chief of Staff, Commandant Paris, sent ashore to find out what was going on, was among those killed.

226   ADM 199/482; and ADM 199/485. The 1st Battalion of the Legionnaires had some twenty-five killed, nine missing and fifty wounded.

227   CAB 106/1156.

228   ADM 199/482; and ADM 199/485.

229   Many reports from the Polish, German and Norwegian sides speak of the animosity between the German and Polish soldiers, resulting in ruthless fighting and well-documented atrocities carried out by both sides at times.

230   Hauge, Kampene i Norge 1940.

231   Munthe-Kaas, Krigen i Narvikavsnittet 1940. In July 1940 almost 1.2 million tonnes of ore were shipped from Luleå harbour, a monthly figure that Narvik would not surpass until the 1960s.

232   For a while, Broch also received orders from the Norwegian administration in Tromsø to halt the evacuation, probably under British influence, but these orders were quickly cancelled.

233   Broch, Fjellene venter.

234   ADM 199/482.

235   In a handwritten comment to Sub-Lieutenant Dalzel-Job’s report from Narvik, Admiral Cork praises him for his initiative and courage and preparedness to take any amount of responsibility. He added though that ‘not all the statements [in his report are] strictly in accordance with what actually happened’. Dalzel-Job remained unpromoted in the navy until he was transferred to Lord Mountbatten’s Combined Operations Headquarters, from where he participated in several undercover operations, including some in Norway. Patrick Dalzel-Job died at the age of 90 in his home in Scotland in October 2003.
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    4   Derry, The Campaign in Norway.
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    6   MIR, Military Intelligence Research department, was a section of the War Office formed in 1939 and tasked with encouraging and supporting armed resistance in occupied Europe. Later in 1940 the department was changed to Special Operations Executive (SOE), where Gubbins would play a key role.
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  10   The Scots Guards had already established their headquarters at the village of Hopen, several kilometres further east.
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  12   ADM 199/485; Buckley, Norway, the Commandos, Dieppe; and Hubatsch, Weserübung, Die deutsche Besetzung von Dänemark und Norwegen 1940.

  13   Operation Wild Duck.

  14   One heavy mortar unit and two field guns were attached.

  15   RA II-C-11-940. The signal from Rørvik was forwarded via the signal station in Skjelfjord.
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  17   Kaptein Tage Ellinger was a Danish volunteer. His unit consisted of three heavy machine guns manned by around thirty volunteers.
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  24   IWM 89/3/1.

  25   IWM 89/3/1.

  26   CAB 106/1156.

  27   ADM 199/483.

  28   ADM 199/2063; and ADM 199/485.

  29   These were twelve pilots, six mechanics and a radio operator to be trained in Britain.

  30   Bratbak, Polen-Norge, felleskap på havet.

  31   ADM 199/482.

  32   Wolverine’s report holds that there were three aircraft attacking. It also claims that ‘survivors state that first aircraft carried roundels’. Stork’s report describes only one aircraft and has no mention of roundels. Captain Deyczakowski’s account is clear that only one aircraft attacked, while three others circled above. Hauptmann Kowalewski confirmed after the war that his was the only aircraft attacking, but categorically denied anything but standard German markings.

  33   One of the Norwegian airmen, Lieutenant Fritdtjof Aandahl, was killed, as were ten Polish and three British members of Chrobry’s own crew. The casualties among the Irish Guard this night are somewhat unclear but probably amounted to some twenty men, many of them officers.

  34   ADM 199/485; ADM 199/478; ADM 199/482; ADM 199/479; ADM 199/2063; RA II-C-11-52,1; and Bratbak, Polen-Norge, felleskap på havet.

  35   A request from General Ruge that Roscher Nielsen, who arrived from Tromsø on 13 May, should be given command of all Allied forces south of Bodø, as he was familiar with terrain and climate, was never replied to.

  36   Also known as Viskiskoia in British reports after a small cabin there.

  37   ADM 199/485; and Steen, Norges Sjøkrig 1940–45, vol. 4.

  38   General Auchinleck was unsatisfied with Lieutenant Colonel Trappes-Lomax’s conduct of the operation and had him removed from the command of the Scots Guards.

  39   Lieutenant Colonel HC Stockwell, CO of 2nd Independent Company, was senior commander at Pothus.

  40   CAB 106/1156; Wilkinson and Astley, Gubbins and SOE. After these events, I/IR 14 was dissolved, having been reduced from the original 800 men to fewer than 300. The men still able to fight were incorporated into other units.

  41   Lieutenant Lydecker, who was the armaments officer on board Furious, had volunteered to join 263 Squadron as they were a pilot short. He was a qualified pilot but not on active flying duty.

  42   At least one He111 and three Ju52s were shot down during the patrols.

  43   Haarr, The German Invasion of Norway, April 1940.

  44   Caesar Hull returned to active service and was killed over London in September 1940. Tony Lydecker was killed when Avenger was torpedoed in November 1942.

  45   IWM 90/23/1.

  46   There is very little documented evidence that anything like this actually took place; his notion was probably founded on misconceptions at the time. It is somewhat difficult to understand that the British captains did not enquire about further information or ask for a pilot through the Norwegian liaison officers for ‘reasons of security’.

  47   ADM 199/485; ADM 199/378; and IWM 90/23/1. The fact that Penelope had grounded in the same area a month earlier should perhaps have made the British pilots and officers extra vigilant.

  48   The hoisting of the signal was an initial warning to the destroyers – the order was to be effected when the signal was hauled down.

  49   ADM 199/485; and IWM 90/23/1.

  50   In addition to the complement of some 730 men, there were 1,020 troops onboard.

  51   ADM 199/485.

  52   ADM 199/378; and ADM 199/485.

  53   The decision not to continue towards Bodø was taken jointly with the commanding officers of the South Wales Borderers, who considered that they were not ready for battle as most of their equipment was still onboard Effingham. ADM 199/378.

  54   In his memoirs, Lieutenant KM Macleod (IWM 96/56/1) also states that Coventry touched the ground without sustaining damage. Lord Cork also mentions this briefly (ADM 199/485). Rear Admiral Vivian, however, makes no mention of this (ADM 199/378).

  55   The main parts of the wreck were removed in the 1950s but many bits and pieces apparently still remain.

  56   ADM 199/485; ADM 199/378; and IWM 90/23/1.

  57   A company of Scots Guards arrived in Bodø on 30 April, later followed by two independent companies from Britain. Some time after, the two companies evacuated from Mosjøen with Colonel Gubbins.

  58   AIR 15/209. After these episodes, many of the civilian population chose to move out of Bodø town.
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  63   ADM 199/485.

  64   ADM 199/485.

  65   Brown, Naval Operations of the Campaign in Norway.

  66   ADM 199/485. Manned by a party of sailors, Borderers and Guardsmen and armed with a Bofors gun, an Oerlikon and some machine guns, Ranen had been used for reconnaissance and harassment of the Germans. To the British sailors, who were not proficient in Norwegian pronunciation, their vessel was known as Raven.

  67   ADM 199/485; and IWM 90/23/1. Gubbins was later promoted to major general and eventually became executive head of SOE.

  68   RA II-C-11-1360,1. The transport Albion was intercepted north of Brønøysund on 19 May and sunk by the Norwegian auxiliaries Heilhorn and Honningsvåg.

  69   Büffel (small Alpine cows, well adapted to life in the mountains) was the nickname for Dietl’s mountain Jägers. Dietl himself was the Oberbüffel.

Chapter 12
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    3   ADM 199/486.

    4   ADM 199/1929. At this time the evacuation from Dunkirk, which commenced on the 26th, was also being planned and the Admiralty considered the risk of a German invasion to be ‘very real’.

    5   This was in part due to the establishment of German airfields north of Trondheim, allowing for shorter transit times and more time over the battlefields.

    6   ADM 199/486; and WO 106/1858. A blockade of Luleå harbour, which was about to become ice-free, through carrier-borne aircraft attack (Operation Paul) was considered but abandoned, for practical as well as political reasons.

    7   Dilks, The Diaries of Sir Alexander Cadogan.

    8   CAB 69/1.
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  10   ADM 199/485.

  11   CAB 65/13; and CAB 44/49.

  12   ADM 199/485.

  13   RA II-C-11-940.

  14   Dormer had returned to Tromsø with Koht and Ljungberg onboard the transport Batory on 17 May.

  15   ADM 199/485.

  16   ADM 199/484; ADM 199/485; and Steen, Norges Sjøkrig 1940–45, vol. 4.

  17   ADM 199/388; ADM 199/485; and ADM 53/112009. A suggestion from Prince Olav that he remained in Norway was dismissed by both the government and King Haakon.

  18   ADM 199/485.

  19   ADM 199/485.

  20   ADM 199/485. After this, Ranen and Northern Gem set course for Britain.

  21   ADM 199/485.

  22   An alternative plan called for the machines to be flown north to Finnmark, dismantled and shipped home in a freighter. This scheme was dismissed by Cross as too far-fetched.

  23   Ark Royal’s flight deck was some hundred feet longer than Glorious’s and she had three lifts, but these were meant for aircraft with folding wings. Thus, a large section of the Hurricanes’ wingtips would have had to be removed for them to be taken down into the hangars, should they land on Ark Royal. It was decided that the Hurricanes would try Glorious first and then, if that failed, go to Ark Royal.

  24   Flight Lieutenant Pat Jameson was considered ‘the best pilot of the squadron’.

  25   ADM 1/19406; and Cross, Straight and Level.

  26   ADM 199/485.

  27   A large number of A/A guns were left behind, for which Lord Cork and the army commanders were criticised.

  28   ADM 199/478. Veteran and Vanoc were detached from the convoy and ordered northwards to intercept Glorious and supplement her destroyer screen, but they never found the carrier.

  29   ADM 199/478; and ADM 53/113386. One of the aircraft came too close for comfort, but Vindictive drove it off with accurate gunfire.

  30   ADM 199/485.

  31   The nearest the Germans got to interfering with the evacuation was the landing of a few paratroopers near Ballangen in the afternoon of the 7th, as reported by Stork.

  32   ADM 199/485. Glorious had already left, see Chapter 13.

  33   ADM 199/478.

  34   ADM 199/484.

  35   Foreign Minister Koht decided of his own accord to take passage on Fridtjof Nansen.

  36   ADM 199/388; and ADM 199/485. Admiral Cunningham had been informed by Paymaster Commander Miller that arrangements had been made to embark also fourteen tons of gold: the remaining Norwegian reserves. The gold eventually proved to be non-existent and Devonshire did not carry gold when she left Tromsø – it had all been taken out by Enterprise two weeks earlier. Norwegian governmental archives and those of the Bank of Norway were brought out by the storeship Yewmount. Crown Princess Märtha and her three children left Petsamo on 16 August onboard the troop transport American Legion, accompanied by the US envoy Mrs Harriman and nine hundred other civilians and diplomats from Scandinavia. They arrived in New York on 28 August.

  37   Three of the auxiliaries, for various reasons, did not make the crossing.

  38   RA II-C-11-940; and RA II-C-11-52,1.

  39   Hitler and Raeder, in their meeting on 4 June, discussed plans for a landing of six thousand men in Lyngenfjord, north-east of Tromsø, from the passenger steamers Europa and Bremen, but this was eventually abandoned.

  40   AIR 20/7705.

  41   Elements from IR 16 on Windisch’s right flank at one point actually crossed into Sweden to bypass German positions. This resulted in strong protests from both Swedish and German sides.

  42   Dietl was promoted to full general (General der Gebirgstruppen) in July 1940 and appointed C-in-C Northern Norway. In January 1942 he was made C-in-C of 20. Gebirgsarmee (Lapplandsarmee) in Norway and Finland. He was killed in an aircraft accident near Hartberg in Steiermark in the Austrian Alps on 23 June 1944.

  43   Kommandørkaptein Ullring (recently promoted after his exploits with Sleipner in Romsdalsfjord) was given command of Fridtjof Nansen, which was assigned to the flag officer in charge of Iceland for service in the Arctic. After several successful missions to Greenland, Fridtjof Nansen ran aground on an uncharted rock off Jan Mayen and sank in November 1940. The whole crew, including Ullring, was rescued.

  44   RA II-C-11-1360,1; and diary of Kaptein Bredsdorff.

  45   RM 7/92.

  46   RA II-C-11-51,6.

  47   In Britain, Fleischer immediately took on the task of rebuilding a Norwegian army, urging that this should be used in commando raids on the Norwegian coast as soon as it was ready. The government, however, favoured a prioritisation of the navy and air force and feared that aggressive raids would only result in reprisals. Hence, when a new C-in-C of the Norwegian armed forces was appointed in 1942, Fleischer was bypassed and instead was appointed head of the Norwegian military mission in Canada. This obvious demotion, in addition to unreasonable manipulation by members of the government, was taken very badly by the proud general, and Carl Gustav Fleischer ended his own life on 19 December 1942.

  48   RA II-C-11-51,6. Towards the end of 1940 and into 1941, many senior Norwegian officers were arrested. Some had been involved with the resistance, others were taken into German custody from fear that they would try to escape to Britain. Most of them, including Lindbäck-Larsen, Hatledal and many others, were kept at Grini Camp outside Oslo for some time, before they were sent to Germany where they spent the rest of the war in concentration camps.
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  24   The aircraft’s sighting report had been submitted at 11:10 but had been delayed in decoding. It was thus ten hours out of date, but it arrived at a crucial moment: Whitley, German Capital Ships of World War Two.
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  28   Koop and Schmolke, Heavy Cruisers of the Admiral Hipper Class.

  29   HMS Juniper was one of twenty minesweeper/anti-submarine trawlers, purpose-built in 1939. She could do a maximum of twelve knots and was armed with one 4-inch gun and had a crew of thirty-three.

  30   RM 7/888; ADM 1/19910; and Brown, Naval Operations of the Campaign in Norway.

  31   Orama had arrived off Norway with insufficient oil or fresh water and could not wait for the rest of Group II.

  32   It was later explained that the crew of Orama believed themselves to be under air attack and did not realise that the cruiser in the distance was German: Whitley, German Cruisers of World War Two.

  33   RM 7/888; ADM 1/19910; and Koop and Schmolke, Heavy Cruisers of the Admiral Hipper Class.

  34   ADM 1/19910.
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  36   ADM 1/19910.

  37   Ardent and Acasta were ‘chummy ships’, and operated regularly together, Commander Glasfurd being the senior captain.

  38   ADM 178/201; and ADM 1/19910. Five each of the Swordfish and Sea-Gladiators were operational.

  39   ‘This explanation is not convincing’, Churchill, The Second World War, vol. 1.

  40   ADM 199/478; House of Commons Hansard Debates, 28 January 1999; and Sunday Times, 15 June 1980.
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  53   ADM 1/19910. Scharnhorst would not close up until the engagement was over and Gneisenau slowed down.
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  55   RM 7/888; ADM 178/201; and ADM 1/19910.
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  59   ADM 178/201.
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  72   A water column had been seen rising on the battleships starboard side aft, and they knew she had been hit.

  73   ADM 178/201; and ADM 1/19910.

  74   Some of the bodies were not recovered until Scharnhorst was in dock in Kiel.

  75   ADM 1/19910.

  76   ADM 1/19910.
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  81   ADM 199/388.

  82   Rather than direct ‘jamming’ of an intercepted signal through noise, the B-Dienst would attempt to drown out the legitimate signal by simultaneously generating a series of false signals that would overwhelm it, using standard RN call signs and procedures.

  83   Cross, Straight and Level; and copy of letter from Stanley Rogers in the Woodcock Papers.

  84   Marinens Krigsveteranforening, Kurs vestover.
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  87   ADM 178/201.

  88   ADM 178/201; and Cross, Straight and Level.

  89   ADM 199/478; and ADM 199/485.

  90   Borgund had already been to Britain once, in May, with wounded and German prisoners of war.

  91   ADM 199/478. One man later died onboard and two in hospital; one of the three who died was Able Seaman Smith, also from Acasta. Captain Emil Fjørtoft of Borgund later stated that they had passed several rafts and floats with only dead men onboard.

  92   The Norwegian sailors were eventually arrested by the Germans.

  93   ADM 199/478; ADM 1/19984; ADM 178/201; and Austin, The Man who Hit the Scharnhorst. Hooke never fully recovered and was repatriated to Britain for health reasons in October 1943.

  94   The losses were 160 men from Acasta, 152 from Ardent and 1,203 from Glorious, of which 41 were from the RAF. Suffering severe pains in their feet from sitting so long in cold waters, Cross and Jameson spent weeks at a hospital after repatriation. Patrick Jameson flew with distinction throughout the war, and retired as an air commodore. He died in his native New Zealand in 1996. Kenneth Cross also served throughout the war, flying in the Mediterranean; from 1944 he had a desk job in the Air Ministry. Air Vice-Marshall Cross served as C-in-C Bomber Command from 1959 to 1963. He died in 2003 at the age of 91.

  95   House of Commons Hansard Debates, 28 January 1999.

  96   ADM 1/11658.

  97   ADM 1/11658.

  98   Whitley, German Capital Ships of World War Two.

  99   Brown, Naval Operations of the Campaign in Norway.

100   Officially, Marschall declared himself sick and was relieved for health reasons. In 1942 Marschall was named commanding admiral of occupied France, replacing Admiral Saalwächter as commander of Marinegruppenkommando West. In February 1943 he was promoted to generaladmiral and put in the reserve. Marschall was later recalled briefly for a position on the Danube and towards the end of the war to the Marineoberkommando West. He was held in Allied captivity until 1947 and died in 1976.

101   ADM 1/19910.

102   ADM 1/19910; and Hendrie, Seek and Strike: The Lockheed Hudson in World War II. One Hudson, captained by Sergeant George W. Robson, went down at Buvik West of Trondheim. Robson and Leading Aircraftman J Craig died. Sergeant Alex Sherwood and Leading Aircraftman A Napier, survived; Sherwood escaping to Sweden with Norwegian help, Napier was taken prisoner. A second Hudson crashed into Gaulosen Fjord. Three of the crew, including the captain, Warrant Officer Ernest B Lascelles, were taken prisoner. Sergeant Eric Machell died of his wounds the next day. He is buried at Stavne cemetery outside Trondheim.

103   ADM 1/19910.

104   ADM 199/294; and ADM 199/1877. The River-class boats were huge, designed for fleet cooperation. They were vulnerable to anti-submarine attacks as the large external fuel tanks could easily develop leaks from depth-charging. The Clyde was considered an awkward boat to operate in anything less than twenty fathoms (thirty-five metres). It needed long, uninterrupted nights to re-charge batteries and had been withdrawn from the North Sea earlier in the year.

105   Königsberg was sunk by Skuas at Bergen on 10 April, see Haarr, The German Invasion of Norway, April 1940.

106   ADM 1/19910; Brown, Naval Operations of the Campaign in Norway; Partridge, Operation Skua; and Soward, One Mans War.

107   ADM 1/19910; and KTB Scharnhorst.

108   Partridge, Operation Skua.

109   ADM 1/19910. An important factor for a bomb is the weight of explosive to the weight of the projectile itself: the ‘charge-to-weight ratio’ or CWR. The 500-lb SAP (semi-armour piercing) bomb used by the FAA was basically a modified general-purpose (GP) bomb (CWR 30-35%) with a heavier forward half needed to punch through moderate armour before exploding. The SAP bombs had inertia-triggered tail-fuses, which may explain why this one did not explode if it hit the deck at too shallow an angle.

110   Partridge, Operation Skua.

111   ADM 1/19910; Brown, Naval Operations of the Campaign in Norway; Partridge, Operation Skua; and Soward, One mans war.

112   Whitley, German Cruisers of World War Two.

113   The destroyer Ihn also joined for a short while on the 21st, but had to depart for Bergen due to shortage of fuel.

114   Hendrie, Seek and Strike: The Lockheed Hudson in World War II.

115   Some sources say there is reason to believe that the Beauforts had been erroneously armed with instantaneous-fused GP bombs and not SAP. If this is true, their attack was in vain, for a 500-lb GP bomb would have done little harm to the battleship.

116   ADM 1/19910.

117   Midsummer’s night is 24th June.

118   ADM 199/1877. This was Nürnberg returning from the Narvik area, having transported soldiers and equipment of the 3rd Mountain Division northwards (Operation Nora), escorted by the minesweepers M9, M10, M12 and M13.

119   ADM 199/1877. Clyde headed for home the next day, arriving at base without incident on the 24th. Vice Admiral Horton later reprimanded Ingram, reminding him that the point of aim of a spread should be the centre of the target.

120   ADM 1/19910; and obituary of Chief Petty Officer Tom Moore, Daily Telegraph, 7 September 2004.

121   ADM 1/19910.

122   ADM 1/19910; and Whitley, German Capital Ships of World War Two.

123   Whitley, German Capital Ships of World War Two.

124   RM 57/126.

125   Naval Historical Branch Investigation 1982, document located at the RN Submarine Museum; and Berge, Senkninger og Forlis.

Appendices

    1   On 8 April Kaptein Holter was on leave and Kaptein Johansen of William Barents, which was in the yards, had been temporarily transferred.

    2   Acting for Oberst Birger Ljungberg, Minister of Defence.

    3   RH 24-21/28.

    4   From the Mediterranean Fleet (sent back to the Mediterranean, late April).

    5   In South Atlantic. Joined 1st CS.
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Unit

Aircraft

Commander

1/ZG 76

Bfi1oC

Hptm Giinther
Reinecke

Support to transport units. Reinecke
KIA 24 April off Sola. Hptm Werner
Hansen acting Gruppenkommandeure
until Hptm Rastemeyer took command
in May.

1/Z2G 76

Bfi1oC

Oberlt Werner Hansen

Transferred to Sola on 10-11 April

2/2G 76
and Stab (staff)

BfiioC

Oberlt Ullenbeck

Transferred to Sola on 10-11 April

312G 76

Bfi1oC

Oberlt Gordon Gollob

Transferred to Sola on 10-11 April

Z/KG 30

Ju88C-2

Oberlt Herbert
Bonsch

Transferred to Sola 11 April and to
Trondheim 1 May. Left Norway to
become night fighters in June

1/ZG1

BfuoC

Hptm Wolfgang Fack

Escorted KG 4 over to Denmark, landed
at Aalborg. Left 1 May

111G 77

BfiogE

Hptm Karl Hentschel

To Esbjerg and Aalborg 9 April.
Transferred on Kjevik-Kristansand 11
April. 4.Staffel returned temporarily to
Aalborg to support the damaged Liitzow.
Later Staffel were based at Sola, Veernes,
Fornebu and Aalborg. Left for France in
November
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Unit

Aircraft

Commander

KuFIGr 506

1/KiFIGr 506
2/KGFIGr 506
1/KuFlGr 106

Temporarily
transferred to FK X
from Fdl West.

He115C-1
and B-2

He115B

Major Minner
Major Wiesand
Hptm von Zezschwitz

Hptm von Schrétter

Recon. northern North Sea. 1 and 2/506
landed in Trondheim ¢ April

Recon. North Sea. Landed in Stavanger
9 April. Some aircraft landed in Bergen.
To Hommelvik near Trondheim 25 April

1/FernaufklGr 122

HeinH
DoiyP

Hptm Caesar

Transferred to Sola 15 April

1/FernaufklGr 120

Doi7P

Major Schub

Deployed at Sola-Stavanger and Veernes-
Trondheim. Unit remained in Norway
during most of the war.

2/HeeresaufklGr 10

Hs126

Hptm Jager

Transferred to Fornebu-Oslo 20 April
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Naval Air Command West (FdLuft West)

KiFIGr 106

3/KiFIGr 106
3/KGFIGr 506
3/KGFIGr 906

Heus
Heus
Hesg

Oberstlt Jordan
Hptm Kannengiesser
Hptm Bergemann
Hptm Kliimper

Transferred to 9 Fliegerdivision 10 May

KiFIGr 406

1/KaFIGr 406
2/KGFIGr 406
3/KGFIGr 406
2/KaGFIGr 106
2/KuFIGr 906

Do18
Do18
Do18
Do18
Do18

Major Stockmann
Oberlt Kayser (acting)
Hptm Tanzen

Hptm von Roth
Hptm Schriek

Hptm von Laue

West-Skagerrak reconnaissance. Sola-
Stavanger was used as forward base.
3/406 transferred to Sola 31 May

KiFlGr 806
2/KiGFIGr 806
3/KGFIGr 806

Hein
Heinn

Oberstlt von Wild
Hptm Hahne
Hptm Linke

North Sea reconnaissance

Bordfliegerstaffel
1/196

Ari96

Hptm Wigemink

Anti-submarine patrol

Transozeanstaffel

Do26

Two flyingboats. North Sea
reconnaissance. From 11 April seconded
to X Fliegerkorps to be used towards
Narvik
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IR 13 Nord Trondelag

Steinkjeer

Oberst Ole B

I/IR 13 stationed at Elvegdrdsmoen

Getz and Narvik. Moved towards Narvik
during night of 8/9 April. I/IR 13
mobilised at Steinkjeersannan from 5
April to replace 15t Battalion. Fought
in Trondelag
Trondelag Trondheim Oberstloytnant | Did not mobilise
Ingeniorbataljon NJ Eggan
6th Division Harstad General Carl G |In Harstad. HQ moved to Milselv
Fleischer and Lavangen
Chief of Staff
Major Odd
Lindbiick-Larsen
IR 14 Sor-Héilogaland |Mosjoen— Oberst KR Loken |II/IR 14 on Neutrality Watch in
Drevia Pasvikdalen Finnmark from late
March.
IR 15 Nord-Halogaland |Narvik— Oberst Konrad  |II/IR 15 mobilised in Troms 25
Elvegirdsmoen|Sundlo (relieved ~|January
of command 9
April)
Narvik -detasjement | Narvik One rifle company and machine-gun
units
IR 16 Troms Tromso- Oberst WN Faye |Mobilisation started during afternoon
Setermoen of 9 April
Alta Bataljon Elvebakken- |Oberstloytnant | Mobilisation started during morning
Altagird Arne Dahl of 9 April. Ready 13 April. Moved to
Sjovegan
Varanger Bataljon Kirkenes— Oberstloytnant | In eastern Finnmark from 25 January
Nyborgmoen |ES Os
Begrartilleribattaljon  |Harstad— Oberstloytnant N | Mobilised in Troms 25 January
Setermoen Henni
Halogaland Harstad-
Ingeniorbataljon Elvegirdsmoen
Officer Training Hundtorp- Cadets used as stop-gap units until
School Bardu mobilisation became effective
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Unit

Aircraft

Commander

KGzbV 1

Jus2

Oberst Friedrich
Morzik

I/KGzbV 1

Jus2

Major Witt

II/KGzbV 1

Jus2

Oberstlt Karl Drewes

III/KGzbV 1

Jus2

Hptm Markus Zeidler

IV/KGzbV 1

Jus2

Major Beckmann

KGzbV 108

Mainly assembled
from

KiFIGr 108 and 906

HesoD
Jus2/See
(Later
also Jus2,
Bwi3s,
Dozy4,
Do26)

Major Lessing
Hptm Forster

Flew troops to Sola-Stavanger, and
Bergen 9 April. Aircraft later spread to
Bergen, Oslo, Trondheim and Aalborg
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KG 26
Lowen Geschw.

Oberst Robert Fuchs

To Aalborg-West 9 April and to Sola-
Stavanger 17 April. Operated from
Vernes-Trondheim from 29 April.
Returned to Sola in July and to France in

September

I/KG 26

Oberstlt Hans Alefeld
KIA

From 20 April Oberstt
Hermann Busch

To Aalborg 9 April. Transfer to Sola 16
April, to Trondheim 29 April and back
to Sola late July. Left Norway for France
in September
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1I/KG 26

HemH

Major Martin Vetter

Anti-shipping ops in North Sea. To
Aalborg 9 April. Transfer to Sola 16
April and later to Trondheim. Move to
Aalborg in May and France in August

1II/KG 26

HeinH

Major Viktor von
Lossberg. From

1 June Major Giinther
Wolfien

To Aalborg 9 April. Transfer to Sola
16 April and later to Trondheim. Back
to Stavanger in July. Left Norway for
France in September

KG 4
General Wever

Oberst Martin Fiebig

1/KG 4

Oberstlt Hans-
Joachim Rath

Transferred to Denmark late April, then
to Fornebu-Oslo 30 April. Left Norway
> May

1I/KG 4

HemP

Major Dietrich
Freiherr von
Massenbach

Transferred to Oslo mid-April. Left
Norway 2 May

1II/KG 4

HemP
Ju 88A

Major
Neudorfer (KIA)
Hptm Erich Bloedorn

Operated over Norway, but did not
transfer to Norway

KG 30
Adler Geschwader

Oberstlt Walter Lobel

Anti-shipping missions over North
Sea and Norway. Parts of Geschwader
transfer to Norway 1 April.

/KG 30

Hptm Fritz Donch

Anti-shipping missions over North
Sea and Norway. Parts of Geschwader
transfer to Norway 11 April.

11/KG 30

Hptm Claus
Hinkelbein

Anti-shipping missions over North
Sea and Norway. Parts of Geschwader
transfer to Norway 11 April.

1I/KG 30

Hptm Siegfried
Mahrenholtz (KIA)
From 9 April Hptm
Criiger

Anti-shipping missions over North
Sea and Norway. Parts of Geschwader
transfer to Norway 11 April

KGr 100

HemH

Hptm Artur von
Casimir

Transfer to Aalborg 16 April and to
Trondheim 2 May. Partly also at Sola.
Out of Norway 31 May

LG1

/LG 1

1I/LG 1

1/KG 40

Fw200C

Major Edgar Petersen

Anti-shipping missions over North
Sea. Transfer to Aalborg 15 April and to
Kastrup 25 April. To Bordeaus, in June.

1/StG 1

22
Jus7R-1

Hptm Paul-Werner

Hozzel

| Transfer to Sola 9 April. 1.Staffel later to

| Trondheim
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Unit

Location

C-in-C

8 April
Krigsskolen Oslo Major Lauritz G |Most officers and cadets attached to
Military Academy Bryhn 2nd Division
Befalsskolen for Oslo Kaptein Harald  |Field artillery unit moved to
Herens Artilleri Jyhne Gardermoen and set up as 2nd
Artillery Officer Battery AR 2. A/A unit moved to
School Oslo
Befalsskolen for Oslo Rittmester Harald|About 100 officers and men with 75
Kavaleriet Broch horses attached to 2nd Division
Cavalry Officer School
Befalsskolen for Oslo Kaptein Fredrik  |Most officers and men attached to
Ingeniorvipenet Giertsen 2nd Division
Engineer Officer
School
Hans Majestet Oslo Oberstloytnant  |1st Company at Elverum. Three
Kongens Garde Trygve Graff- companies in Oslo; 3rd Company was
The King’s Guard Wang about to be demobilised on 9 April
and had neither guns nor equipment.
1stand 4th Company later attached to
2nd Division
15t Division Halden Generalmajor  |In Halden
Carl ] Erichsen
Chief of Staff

Kaptein E Quam
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DR 1 Akershus

Oslo,

Oberst Ebbe

One company of DR 1 at Gimlemoen,

Gardermoen |Astrup Kristiansand during March (Lt
S Tallaksen). Rest not mobilised.
Depot and supplies used to supply
p d battle groups
AR1 Oslo, Ski Oberst C Frolich- |II/AR 1 was already mobilised in
Hanssen Fredrikstad during March as part of
the Neutrality Watch
IR 1 Ostfold Fredrikstad | Major JT Hagle® | Mobilised more or less according to
plan
IR 2 Jegerkorpset Akershus, Oslo |Oberst O] Broch |I/IR 2 at Madlamoen, Stavanger
from 29 March (Major G Lorange).
Mobilisation of I/IR 2 stopped when
Oslo fell
IR 3 Telemark Heistadmoen, |Oberst Einar R |I/IR 3 at Gimlemoen, Kristiansand
Kongsberg  |Steen from 28 March (Major PS

Tollersrud). Surrendered 15 April.
11/IR 3 mobilised according to plan.
Surrendered without resistance 13
April

2nd Division

J
Hvinden Haug
Chief of Staff
Oberst J Schiotz

In Oslo

DR 2 Oppland

Hamar

Oberst Jorgen
Jensen

Mobilisation completed 12 April.

Fought in G

AR 2

Oslo,
Gardermoen

Oberst O Nordlie

Battalion /AR 2 mobilised at
Gardermoen 2 April. A further
two batteries of 75-mm guns later
mobilised

IR 4 Akershus

Oslo, Trandum

Oberst Thor A
Dahl

One reserve company mobilised
during March. /IR 4 not mobilised.
Parts of II/IR 4 set up as Bataljon
Torkildsen (190 men)

IR 5 Ostoppland

Elverum,
Lillehammer

Oberst Hans
Hiorth

VIR 5 fought in Osterdal. [/IR 5 was
already mobilised at Trandum from
28 March as part of the Neutrality

'Watch. Fought in Gudt

IR 6 Vestoppland

Honefoss.
Helge-

landsmoen

Oberst Carl Mork

One reserve company mobilised at
Horten during March. Battalions I
and 11 partly mobilised after 9 April
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Kristiansand,  |Generalmajor
Stavanger Einar Liljedahl
Chief of Staff
Rittmester Knut S
Langslet
IR 7 Agder Gimlemoen, |Oberst Lars A | Units mobilised at Gimlemoen and in
Kristiansand ~ |Gladstad Setesdal. These were manned ad hoc
and poorly equipped
IR 8 Rogaland Madlamoen,  |Oberst Gunnar  |I/IR 8 (Major Brandt) mobilised from
|Stavanger Sporck morning of 9 April
. T[E Oberstloy Partly mobilised at Evjemoen
Kristiansand _ |Birger K Ullern
Haugesundskompaniet |Haugesund-  |[Kaptein Rangvald|Mobilised in Haugesund from 27
Skjold Westboe March
4th Divi Bergen Generalmajor |In Bergen
William Steffens
Chief of Staff
Kaptein A Pran
IR 9 Hordaland Ulven (Oberst S Blom | I/IR 9 mobilised at Ulven from 28
March
II/IR 9 mobilised at Voss
IR 10 Sogn og Fjordane |Voss Oberst Gudbrand |I/IR1o mobilised at Voss
Ostbye
g I Ob N |One battery at Evjemoen from 28
March (Major Arne Damm)
sth Division Trondheim Generalmajor ] |In Trondheim
Laurantzon
Chief of Staff
Major F Berg
DR 3 Trondelag Rinnleiret,  |Oberst Andreas |Started mobilising 8 April for
Verdal Wettre Neutrality Watch. Fully mobilised by
11 April. Fought in Trondelag
AR3 Trondheim Oberst Oscar Did not mobilise
Strugstad
TR 11 More Molde Oberst E David | Mobilised according to plan at
Andalsnes Thue Setnesmoen. A third field battalion
was also set up as [II/IR 11. Fought in
Romsdal-Gudbrandsdal
IR 12 Sor Trondelag Trondheim Oberst Erland 1/IR 12 on Neutrality Watch in
Frisvold Pasvikdalen Finnmark (Major
Bockmann). Rest of regiment did not
mobilise
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Naval Air Command East (FdLuft Ost)

KiFlGr 606

KAufklSt 1/606
KAufklSt 2/606
KAufklSt 3/606

KiiFl St 1/806

Doy

He i1

Oberstlt H Edert
Hptm Lenschow
Hptm Lassmann
Hptm Golcher
Hptm Busch

Reconnaissance Skagerrak and Belts.
Saw only limited action until mid-April.
Mostly convoy escort thereafter.
3/KGFIGr 606 transferred to Sola 30
May, the rest to Copenhagen

KiFIGr 906
1/906

He 115

Hptm Bauer
Hptm Kayser

Anti-submarine patrols in Kattegat.
Moved to Aalborg-See mid-April.

KiFl St 1/706

He 59D

Hptm Beitzke

Based at Kastrup-Copenhagen after 9
April

KuFl St 2/706

He s

Major Lessing (temp)

Transferred to Horten on 10 April for
anti-submarine patrols

Bordfliegerstaffel
5/196

Ar196

Hptm Grohé

Transferred to Aalborg-See 11 April for
anti-submarine duties in Skagerrak.
Some aircraft were onboard the ships
e.g. Bliicher.
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Horten
dockyard

Not commissioned. Captured 9 April.
Completed and commissioned as
Leopard. Served as torpedo recovery
vessel with 27th U-Boat Flotilla in
Gotenhafen. Returned to RNN in 1945.
Rebuilt and served until 1959

Torpedo boa

Skarv
1906

2X47-mm
3 torpedo
tubes

SDD1
Egersund

Fenrik Hjalmar

Captured 9 April. Damaged in transit
to Stavanger. Used as escort under name
Gazelle. Sunk after collision September
942

2x47-mm
3 torpedo
tubes

SDD1
Farsund

R
Fenrik T) Johnsen.

Sunk by own crew at Drange outside
Farsund 14 April

1x76-mm,
3 torpedo
tubes

SDD1
Kristiansand
dockyard

Loytnant Finn G Halvorsen.

In dockyard for repairs. Captured
11 April. Used as escort under name
Dragonier. Sunk by British aircraft
September 1944

 torpedo
tubes

SDDu
Arendal

Loytnant T Holthe.
Beached and demolished by own crew
near Lyngor 18 April

Grib
1905

2x37-mm
2 torpedo
tubes

SDD1 Risor

Loytnant C Weydahl.
Beached and demolished by own crew
near Lyngor 18 April

Ravn
1903

2x37-mm
2 torpedo
tubes

SDD1
Langesund

Fenrik PE Danielsen.
Beached and demolished by own crew
near Lyngor 18 April

Om
1903

2x37-mm
 torpedo
tubes

SDD1 Horten,
dockyard

Loytnant K Folkestad.

In dockyard for repairs. Captured 9
April. Used as escort in Oslofjord region
under name Schlange. Defected to
Sweden in April 1945

2x37-mm
 torpedo
tubes

SDD1 Horten,
dockyard

Fenrik § Wille.

In Horten dockyard for repai
Captured 9 April. Used as escort i
Oslofjord region under name Eidechse.
Scrapped in 1946

Snogg
1920

2X76-mm
212 torpedo
tubes

SDD2 Floro

Kaptein Nils H Simensen.
Operated in Sognefjord area after
invasion. Abandoned 4 May in Floro.
Captured 18 May and taken in service
as patrol boat Zack. Ran aground

September 1943. Scrapped

2x76-mm
2x2

SDD2

Loytnant HM Hansen.

tubes

Operated in fiord area after

invasion. Sunk at Heroysund 20 April





OPS/images/ufig_182.jpg





OPS/images/ufig_18.jpg





OPS/images/ufig_373.jpg





OPS/images/ufig_375.jpg





OPS/images/ufig_376.jpg
Type/Name

Launch year

Dis-
placed
ton-
nage

Speed
(kts)
No. of
crew

8 April 1940

Captain

Fate

Coast Defence Battleships

Norge
1899

4,233

173
229

2X21-cm
6x15-cm
8x76-mm
2x20-mm
2X12.7-mm
4X7.92-mm
2 torpedo
tubes

SDD3 Narvik|

Kommandorkaptein Per Askim.
Sunk o April at Narvik by Bernd von
Arnim. 101 dead

Eidsvold
1900

4,233

2x21-cm
6x15-cm
8x76-mm
2X20-mm
2x12.7-mm
4x7.92-mm
2 torpedo
tubes

SDD3 Narvik|

Kaptein Odd Willoch.
Sunk o April at Narvik by Wilhelm
Heidkamp. 175 dead

Harald
Haarfagre
1897

Unarmed

Horten
Naval Base

Decommissioned depot and training
vessel. Captured 9 April. Converted to
floating A/A battery Thetis. Scrapped
in 1947

Tordenskiold
1897

Unarmed

Horten
Naval Base

Decommissioned depot and training
vessel. Captured 9 April. Converted to
floating AA battery Nymphe. Scrapped
in 1948

Destroyers

Draug
1908

6X76-mm
3 torpedo
tubes

SDD2
Haugesund

Kaptein Thore Horve.

In Haugesund. Sailed to Britain 9
April. Arrived 10 April. Modified and
served as guard ship and escort at
Lowestoft until 1943. Scrapped in 1944
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6x76-mm
3 torpedo
tubes

SDD2 Floro

Kaptein Johan Dahl.

Operated in Sognefjorden area
after invasion. Abandoned 4 May
Floro. Captured 18 May. Used briefly
as escort, but in 1941 converted to
water distillation and steam supply
unit at Bergen dockyard and U-boat
base. Returned to RNN after war, but
scrapped in 1947

Garm
1913

6X76-mm
3 torpedo
tubes

SDD2 Herdla

Kaptein S Skjolden.

Operated in Sognefjorden area after
invasion. Sunk by aireraft at Bjordal
26 April.

Steipner
1936

3x10-Ccm
1x40-mm

SDD2
Kristiansund

Kaptein Ernst G Ullring.

Patrolled alleged British minefield
at Hustadvika 8/9 April. Operated in
Romsdalsfiord area after invasion.
Sailed to Britain 26 April. Modified and
served as escort on east coast until 1944.
Rebuilt after the war and served in RNN
until 1959

3x10-cm
1x40-mm
2v0.5-inch
machine
gun
 torpedo
tubes

SDD2
Stavanger

Kaptein Niels L Bruun.

Bombed by Ju8ss of 8./KG4 on 9 April.
Eight dead. Beached and later scuttled
outside Stavanger

Gyller
1938

3x100Cm
ix400mm
22 torpedo
tubes

SDD1
Kristiansand
(Normally in
Egersund)

Kaptein Lorentz H Hold
Captured by Germans 11 April.
Renamed Lowe. Served as torpedo
recovery vessel with 27th U-boat Flotilla
in Gotenhafen. Returned to RNN in
1945. Rebuilt and served until 1959.

Odin
1939

3X10-Ccm
1x20-mm
2 torpedo
tubes

SDD1
Kristiansand

Kaptein Oscar Gunvaldsen.

Captured 11 April. Renamed Panther.
Served as torpedo recovery vessel with
27th U-Boat Flotilla in Gotenhafen.
Returned to RNN in 1945. Rebuilt and
served until 1959

Kaptein EQ Roren.

Not commissioned. Partly sunk by
own crew. Salvaged by Germans and
renamed Tiger. Served as torpedo
recovery vessel with 27th U-Boat Flotilla
in Gotenhafen. Returned to RNN in

1945. Rebuilt and served until 1950
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Alpha
1904

1X76-mm

SDD1
Drobak

Kaptein N Bohmer.
Captured 12 April. Used in Oslo
harbour. Returned to owners 1945

Furu
1896

1X76-mm

SDD1
Drobak

Loytnant OH Jensen.

Captured 13 April and used as tug in
Oslofjord. Later as auxiliary for Tirpiz in
Kifjord, Alta. Returned to owners 1945.

2x65-mm
2x37-mm

SDD1 Outer
Oslofiord

Kaptein Gustav Amundsen.
Captured 12 April at Tonsberg.

Renamed Armin. Served as hospital ship|

in Oslofiord, and towards end of war

as accommodation ship. Equipped as

auxiliary minesweeper in 1945. Returned

to RNN. Sold 1946. Scuttled in 1982

Pol IIT
1926

1X76-mm

SDD1 Outer
Oslofjord

Kaptein Leif Welding-Olsen.

Patrolling in Outer Oslofjord the
evening of 8 April. Set on fire by
|Albatros and abandoned by crew. Later
salvaged and taken into service by
Germans as Samoa. Sold after the war.
still used as fishing vessel 2009

| Skudd 1T
1929

1x76-mm

SDD1 Outer
Oslofjord

Loytnant R Johansen.

Captured 14 April. Renamed Dar-es-
Salaam. Returned to RNN after war.
Sold 1947

Skudd 1
1929

1X76-mm

SDD1 Vallo

Kaptein F Bendixen.
Captured 12 April. Renamed Windluk.
Ran aground and sank 1945

Oter
1929

1x76-mm

SDDi Vallo

Kaptein Rolf H Mathisen.
Captured 12 April. Renamed Elsass.
Sunk by boiler explosion in September

1943

Treff

1925

1X76-mm

SDD1 Vallo

Loytnant S Heggemsnes.

Captured 13 April. Renamed Ostmark.
Ran aground and wrecked at Vigsoy
June 1941

Ramoen
1907

1X76-mm

SDD1 Vallo

Fenrik EA Stensholt (acting).
Captured 12 April. Returned to owners
1946

Satre
1925

1X76-mm

SDD1
Tonsberg

Kaptein E Godager.
Captured 9 April but returned to
owners

Manger
1911

1X65-mm

SDD2
Korsfjorden

Kaptein Bjarne H Brynhildsen.
Abandoned at Hjellestad 12 April.
Captured 6 June. Renamed Murnel.

Returned to owners 1945






OPS/images/ufig_386.jpg
Alversund
1926

1X65-mm

SDD2
Klokkarvik

Kaptein ] Collett Miiller.
Ran aground by own crew at Stord

25 April. Refloated and used in Bergen

harbour as Biene II. Returned to owners

1945

Lindaas
1909

1X47-mm

SDD2
Leroyosen

Kaptein O Seeveraas.
Abandoned at Halsenoy 8 May. Used
in Bergen harbour as Otter. Returned to

owners 1945

Haus
1914

1X65-mm

SDD2
Klokkarvik

Loytnant S Bugge.
Captured 20 April. Returned to
owners 1940

Oygar
1908

1x76-mm

SDD2
Bergen

Loytnant | Hellem.

Abandoned 25 April at Mofjorden.
Captured and renamed Bisam. Returned
to owners 1945

Oster
1908

1X76-mm

SDD2
Hjeltefiord

Kaptein L Sommer.
Abandoned at Telavig 6 May.
Captured and renamed Marder.

Returned to owners 1945

Smart
1907

1X76-mm

SDD:
Follesoy

Kaptein B Hauge.
Abandoned at Grindheimsvigen

2 May. Used by Germans in Stavanger

harbour. Sold 1946

Bjerk
1912

1X65-mm

SDD2
Follesoy

Loytnant HA Glopholm.

Sailed north to Miley, then to Britain
in late May. Converted to minesweeper.
Served until 1944

Veslefrikk
1924

1x76-mm

SDD2
Hjeltefiord

Loytnant L Hagness.

Beached and abandoned at Kyrkjebo
2 May. Captured and renamed Biber
Sunk by British aircraft near Bergen
September 1944

Veslegut
1912

1X76-mm

SDD2 Radoy

Loytnant O Nagel.
Captured 9 April. Renamed Rate.
Returned to owners 1946

Sperm
1925

1X65-mm

SDD2
Tananger

Kaptein Bjorn Melbye.
Sunk by own crew near Vikedal 12
April

Motorbit
N
1940

SDD2
Kopervik

Underminor Reidar Henriksen.
Abandoned in Kopervik n April.
Used as guard vessel by Germans in

Haugesund area. Sold 1949

Heilliorn
1908

1X76-mm

SDD:
Agdenes

Kaptein KK Brekke.
At Agdenes, escaped northwards and
later to Iceland. Returned to owner 1946
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Steinkjeer
1878

1x76-mm

SDD2
Agdenes

Fenrik T Olsen.
On patrol off Agdenes. Captured 14
April and used in Trondheim harbour.

Returned to owners 1945

Fosen
1906

1x76-mm

SDD:
Agdenes

Kaptein NH Bryhn.

Captured 14 April. Used in Trondheim
harbour as Bussard. Returned to owners
1945

Nauma
1890

1x76-mm

SDD2
Trondheim

Kaptein E Strom.

Captured 13 April. Renamed Adler and
used in Trondheim region. Returned to
[OWners 1945

Haug I
1925

1x76-mm

SDD2
Trondheim

Kaptein R Moltzau.

In dockyard for repairs. Captured o
April. Renamed Eupen. Returned to
lowner 1946

Haug 11l
1925

1x76-mm

SDD2 Rorvik

Fenrik E Vilster.
Sailed north to Mosjoen 13 April.
Decommissioned and captured June.
Renamed Steinbock. Ran aground and
sank near Bodo in December 1942

Hval V.
1929

1x76-mm

SDD2
minefield at
Stadt

Loytnant Thomas Jacobsen.
Operated in Romsdalsfiord area.
Sailed to northern Norway in May
and to Britain in June. Converted to
minesweeper. Served until 1945

Common-
wealth
1912

1x65-mm

SDD2
minefield at
Stadt

Loytnant L Somoe.

Operated in Romsdalsford area.
Bombed off Grip 2 May and abandoned.
Later towed to Kristiansund and
requisitioned by Germans as Hornack
and used as guard vessel in Trondheim
and Alesund. Returned to owner after
the war

1x76-mm

SDD3 Narvik

Loytnant Herdor Mathiesen.
Captured 9 April. Sunk by British
aircraft 13 April at Narvik harbour.
Raised and served under German flag
as Krebs. Sunk again in March 1941 in
Vestfjorden during Operation Claymore

Svalbard IT
1918

1x76-mm

SDD3 Bodo

Loytnant A Broli.

Operated with Norwegian forces in
the north. Headed for Britain in June.
Rescued four wounded men from
Glorious found on a float and captured
when returned to Norway with them.
Renamed Scorpion. Used at Narvik.

Returned to owners 1946
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Syrian
1919

1X76-mm

SDD3 Bodo

Kaptein BJ Kaaveland.

Operated with Norwegian forces in
the north. Sailed to Britain in June.
Converted to minesweeper. Served
throughout the war

Kvitoy
1912

1x76-mm

SDD3
Lodingen

Kaptein H Scheie.

Operated with Norwegian forces north
of Narvik. Damaged by German aircraft
when trying to sail to Britain 7 June.
Captured by Germans 9 June. Rebuilt
and taken into service in Narvik as
Widder. Sunk at Horten during air raid
February 1945

Thorodd
1919

1x76-mm

SDD3
Hammerfest

Kaptein E Hafto.
Operated with Norwegian forces in
the north. Sailed to Britain in June.
Converted to minesweeper. Served
the war

Aud I
1939

SDD3
Tromso base

Fenrik M Thorsen.

Operated with Norwegian forces in
the north. Returned to owners prior to
evacuation in June 1940

Torfinn I
1930

1X37-mm

SDD3
Kamsund

Fenrik A Plyhn - later Fenrik B Sletto.
Operated with Norwegian forces in
the north. Returned to owners prior to

evacuation in June 1940

Rossfiord
1939

SDD; Vadso

Loytnant E Bruen.

Operated with Norwegian forces in
the north. Returned to owners prior to
evacuation in June 1940

Spanstind
1938

SDD; Vadso

Fenrik K Andreassen.

Operated with Norwegian forces in
the north. Returned to owners prior to
evacuation in June 1940

Bortind
1912

1x76-mm

SDD3
Kirkenes

Loytnant Kristian O Botten.
Sailed to Britain in June. Converted to
minesweeper. Served until 1944

Nordhav 11
1913

1x76-mm

SDD3
Kirkenes

Loytnant B Bjerklund.

Sailed to Britain in June. Converted
o minesweeper. Torpedoed and sunk
by U4 in March 1945 off Dundee; five
dead
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Tyra
(tender for
Tyr)

SDD2 Kinn

Released from service 10 April and
returned to civilian service

Veronika
(tender for
r)

SDD2
Follesoy

Returned to owners May 1940

Schumann
(tender for
Vale)

SDD2 Hioy

Ran aground and sank at Hennoystrand
4 May. Later salvaged by Germans and
renamed Samland

Konvallen
(tender for

Gor)

SDD2 Herdla

Returned to owners May 1940

1933

Otra
1933

1X76-mm
2x127-mm

SDD1 Horten

Kaptein A Deehli.

Captured 9 April. Renamed Togo.
Returned to RNN in 1945. Rebuilt.
s o

d 1959

Rauma
1939

2x127-mm

SDD1 Horten

Loytnant IK Winsnes.
Damaged by gunfire from Ra1 and
captured 9 April. Rebuilt and renamed
Kamerun. Returned to RNN. Rebuilt.

Decommissioned 1959

Djerv
1897

2x37-mm

SDD: Hioy

Loytnant WP Knutsen.
Scuttled by own crew 1 Mayat
Kvamsoy in Sognefiord

Dristig
1898

2x37-mm

SDD2 Herdla

Loytnant F Torjesen.

Damaged by British Blenheims of
245 Sqn 11 April in Hieltefjord. Scuttled
by own crew 2 May at Kvamsoy in
Sognefiord

Hauk
1902

2x37-mm

SDD1 Horten
dockyard

Loytnant O Apold.
Captured 9 April. Renamed Krokodil
and served in Oslofjord. Scrapped 1947

| Hvas
1900

2x37-mm

SDD1
Stavern

Loytnant D Strom.
Captured 11 April. Renamed Seestern
and served in Oslofjord. Scrapped 1947

Falk
1900

2x37-mm

SDD1
Tonsberg

Loytnant R Paulsen.
Captured 12 April. Renamed Qualle
and served in Oslofiord. Sold 1947

Kjak
1900

2x37-mm

SDD1 Outer
Oslofiord

Loytnant Knut Kraft.
Patrolled in outer Oslofiord 9 April.
Captured 12 April. Renamed Schildkrite

and served in Oslofjord. Scrapped 1947
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Submarines

A2
1913

268/355

15/9:3
16

1x76-mm
3 torpedo
tubes

SDD1 Teie

Kaptein Thorvald Fjeldstad.

Depth-charged by R22 9 April.
Damaged and forced to surface. Left as a|
wreck at Teie 12 April. Used as gunnery
target and then scrapped

2687355

15/9.1
16

1x76-mm
3 torpedo
tubes

SDD1 Teie

Kaptein Reidar Bruusgaar
Scuttled by own crew night of 15/16
April in Verkbukta

268/355

15/9.0
16

1x76-mm
3 torpedo
tubes

SDD1 Teie

Kaptein Rolf Haga.
Sunk by own crew night of 15/16 April
in Verkbukta

365/545

15/10

1x76-mm
4 torpedo
tubes

SDD3 Narvik

Kaptein Christian FT Melsom.

Sunk by own crew 12 April at Lilland.
Refloated mid-May and sailed to Britain
in June. Used for training at 7th Sub.
Flotilla until 1944. Returned to RNN in
1945. Scrapped 1946

365/545

15/10
23

1x76-mm
4 torpedo
tubes

SDD1
Kristiansand

Kaptein Bjarne Bro.
Captured 11 April. Scrapped

365/545

15/9.4
23

1x76-mm
4 torpedo
tubes

SDD; Narvik

Kaptein G Brekke.

Operated in northern Norwa
invasion. Damaged in battery explosion
8 June en route to Britain and sunk by
own crew

365/545

16/10
23

1x76-mm
4 torpedo
tubes

SDD1 Horten|
dockyard

Kaptein T Stranger-Johansen.
Unserviceable. Abandoned at Filtvedt
9 April. Scrapped

365/545

16/10
23

1x76-mm
4 torpedo
tubes

SDD1
Kristiansand

Kaptein Yngvar Brekke.
Captured 11 April. Served as training
boat Uct. Scrapped 1942

365/545

16/10
23

1x76-mm
4 torpedo
tubes

SDD:
Bergen

Kaptein Hans T Eriksen.

Abandoned 4 May in Floro. Captured
18 May. Served as training boat Ucz.
Scrapped 1945

Fishery Surveillance

Vessels

Fridtjof
Nansen
1930

1,275

15
67

2x10-cm
2x47-mm

SDD3
Honningsvig

Kaptein PM Brendsdorff - later Kaptein
Fredrik Vogt.

Served with the Allied forces in the
north. Sailed to Britain in June. Ran
aground and sank off Jan Mayen in
November 1940
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Nordkapp
1937

1X47-mm

SDD3 Bodo

Kaptein J Seip.

Served with Norwegian forces in the
north. Sailed to Britain in June. Served
at Iceland and Shetland. Later in RNN
(fishery protection) until sold in 1956.
Sank oft West Africa in 1972

Senja
1937

1X47-mm

SDD3 Narvik|

nant KZ Lundquist (acting).

Captured 9 April. Taken into service
as a picket boat. Sunk by new German
crew on 13 April. Raised and served as
Liwe. Returned to RNN and used for
fishery protection until 1954

Michael Sars
1900

2x47-mm

SDD3 Narvik

Kaptein B Jackwitz.

Captured 9 April. Bombed 12 April by
aircraft from Furious. Sank the following,
day. Raised in 1945. Returned to RNN
and sold

Heimdal
1892

4x76-mm
2x37-mm

SDD3 Narvik

Kaptein $ Johnsen.
Served with Norwegian forces in
north. Sailed to Britain in June. Served
in Rosyth as command and depot ship.
Returned to Norway 1945. Sold 1947

Others

Sarpen
(diving/
alvage
vessel)

1860

2x37-mm

SDD1
Tonsberg,

Left as a wreck at Teie 12 Apri]
Recommissioned as auxiliar

Germans. Destroyed by Allied bombs in
Horten dockyard 1945

Lyngen
(submarine
tender)

1931

SDD3 Narvik

Kaptein RA Johannesen.
Captured by Germans in Harstad in
June 1940. Returned to civilian use after

the war

Marinens
Flytekran

SDD1 Horten|

Captured 9 April. Sunk by Allied bombs
at Horten in February 1945. Later raised
and repaired. Sold.

143

SDD1
Drobak

Oversignalo Sofus Bakke.
Captured 9 April. Returned to
RNN lel’ the war and in use until

and sold in 1969

Andenes
(lighthouse
inspection
vessel)
1896

SDD:
Bergen

Underoffiser Helmen.
Decommissioned March 1939 but
captured at Bergen dockyard 9 April

1940. Returned to owners in 1945
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Rundo
(HQ ship for
SDD2)

1891

Kaptein R Gundersen.
Captured 9 April. Returned to owners
shortly after

Auxiliary Vessels

Firern
1929

247

1x76-mm

SDD1
Kirkehamn

Kaptein Sigurd M Lura.

Abandoned at Hidra 29 April due
to engine problem. Captured in May,
repaired and renamed Kanonier. Sunk
by British aircraft off Sirevig in July 1941

Lyn
1896

2x37-mm

SDD1
Kristiansand

Kaptein LE Buvik.
Captured 1 April. Renamed
Musketier I. Scrapped 1941

Kvik
1898

2x37-mm

SDD1
Kristiansand

Loytnant B Solum.
Captured 11 April. Renamed
Mushetier I1. Scrapped 1946

Blink
1896

2x37-mm

SDD1
Kristiansand

Kaptein P Jamvold.
Atdockyard in Marvika, Captured 11
April. Renamed Kurassier: Scrapped 1945

William
Barents
1924

1X76-mm

SDDy
Kristiansand

Kaptein TK Johansen.

At dockyard in Marvika. Captured 11
April. Returned to RNN after the war.
Sold 1947

Hval IV
1929

1x76-mm

SDD1
Kristiansand

Loytnant S Thomle.

Captured 11 April. Renamed Husar
Returned to RNN after the war. Sold
1946

Lyngdal
1912

1X76-mm

SDD1
Kristiansand

Kaptein TG Lind.
Captured 11 April. Renamed Ulan.
Returned to owners 1945

Hval VI
1929

1x76-mm

SDD1
Kristiansand

Kaptein T Holte:
Captured 1 April. Renamed Jiger:
Returned to RNN after war. Sold 1947

Hval VII
1930

176-mm

Kaptein O Hay.

Captured 1 April. Renamed
Warthegau. Returned to RNN after war.
Sold 1947

Hval IT
1927

1x76-mm

SDD1 Horten
dockyard

Loytnant P Fosaas.
Captured 12 April. Renamed
Lothringen. Sold 1946

Hval 11
1928

1X76-mm

SDD1 Horten
dockyard

Kaptein O Oiberg.

Captured 9 April. Renamed
Kiautschou. Used as guard vessel in
Oslofjord. Sold 1946

1x76-mm

SDD1 Horten
dockyard

Loytnant R Christiansen.

Captured 9 April. Returned to owners
1946
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1X76-mm

1 machine
lgun

212 torpedo
tubes

SDD2
Haroysund

Loytnant Franz Wilhelm Miinster.
Operated in Romsdalsfjord area after

invasion. Bombed and capsized in

shallow water near Andalsnes 25 April.

Later salvaged by Germans and used as

escort under the name Zick. Capsized

near Bergen after air attack in October
44,

Storm
1898

2x37-mm
2 torpedo
tubes

SDD2 Leroy

19:
Loytnant T Pettersen.

Attacked invasion fleet near Bergen
but torpedo did not explode. Ran
aground and sprang a leak 12 April.
Capsized and sank at Godoy 13 April

Brand
1898

2x37-mm
2 torpedo
tubes

SDD2
Bergen

Fenrik Ivar A Midtland.

Captured in Bergen. Damaged by
bomb from British aircraft 16 April.
Rebuilt and renamed Tarantel. Used
as guard vessel and convoy escort.
Scrapped 1946

2x37-mm
2 torpedo
tubes

SDD: Leroy

Fenrik L Gulbrandsen.

Operated south of Bergen after
invasion. Sunk in battle with German
S-boats 18 April in Lokksund

2x37-mm
> torpedo
tubes

SDD2 Hitra

Fenrik Ole Aslaksrud.
Atanchor in Hustadvika, Hitra.
Inactive until sunk by own crew at

Aspoy 8 May.

2x37-mm

2 torpedo
tubes

Fenrik Finn Keim-Eriksen.
Towed Hipper's Arado to Kristiansund
evening of 8 April. Operated in
Romsdalsfiord. Abandoned by own
crew 5 May at Svanholmen. Repaired by
Germans and used in defence of Molde
under name Balte. Scrapped in 1945

237-mm
2 torpedo
tubes

SDD2
 Trondheim

Fenrik Rangvald Tamber.

At dockyard in Trondheim. Captured
13 April. Used for a while as escort
under name Admiral Deinhard. Later
converted to compressor unit at
Trondheim torpedo base. Scrapped in
1945

Olav
Tryggvason
1932

1,596

ax12-cm

2x12.7-mm
280 mines

SDD2
Horten
dockyard

Kommandorkaptein Trygve Briseid.
At dockyard in Horten for repairs.
Took part in battle for Horten. Captured,
9 April. Briefly renamed Albatros and
then permanently Brummer. In German
service until destroyed at Kiel in 1945
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Laugen
1918

2x76-mm
120 mines

SDD:1 Jersoy

Kaptein Ernst W Schramm.

Captured 14 April. Renamed NNos
and later Ma2. Used in Narvik area.
Returned to RNN, but decommissioned
and sold in 1948

Glommen
1917

2x76-mm
120 mines

SDD; Jersoy

Kaptein H Coucheron-Aamot.
Captured 14 April. Renamed \'Kox
Used mainly in northern Norw:
y Germans in October 1944, t
capture by Russians

Froya
1916

4x100-mm
1x40-mm
2x37-mm
2 torpedo
tubes.

180 mines

SDD1
Brekstad

Kap!ein T Schroder-Nielsen.
At Orlandet near Trondheim 8 April

in transit from Finnmark to Horten.

Beached at Stjornafiorden and destroyed|

13 April by torpedo from Us¢

Nor
1878

1x2-cm
1x47-mm
2x37-mm
50-5 mines

SDD1
Tonsberg

Loytnant Christian Monsen.
Captured 14 April. Returned to RNN
in 1945 and sold

Brage

2x37-mm
1x2;

SDD1
Melsomvik

Not serviceable. Captured 14 April.
Serapped 1946

2x37-mm
50-5 mines

SDD1 Jersoy

Loytnant A Knudtzen.

Captured 14 April.Used as guard vessel
in Kristiansand harbour as NK31. Sold
1945

2x37-mm
50-5 mines

SDD2
Klokkarvik

Kaptein | F Ulstrup - later Fenrik K
Sandnes.

Laid mines near Bergen. Abandoned
20 April. Captured and continued in
German service throughout the war.
Sold for private use after the war.
Rebuilt and still in use as late as 1997

3
50-5 mines

SDD2
Follesoy

Kaptein Knut Hagestad.
Laid mines near Bergen. Captured 9
April and taken into German service.
Destroyed by Norwegian aircraft 30
April

50-5 mines

SDD2 Hioy

Loytnant Kjell Backen.

Operated in Sognefiord after invasion.
Abandoned 5 May. Captured 13 May.
Used as a tug in Bergen harbour.
Scrapped 1946

1x12-cm
1x47-mm
2x37-mm
50-5 mines

Kaptein Alv Lea.

Operated in Sognefjord after invasion.
Abandoned 5 ptured 13 May.
Used as distillation unit
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