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President Hindenburg, Lübeck 1925. Commissioning of the cruiser Emden, the first German warship built following the Treaty of Versailles.




[image: Image]

Oil-covered British sailors from HMS Glowworm being rescued by the crew of the German Admiral Hipper.
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Oslo residents line the pavements as German reinforcements enter the city, according to the Berlin censor-approved caption on this picture. (Library of Congress)
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Obsolete Norwegian armoured cruisers Norge and Eidsvold in Narvik harbour, 8 April 1940.
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 Survivors watching the final moments of the German heavy cruiser Blücher. Torpedoed and sunk Olsofjord 9 April 1940.
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 Sunk and burning merchant ships in Narvik harbour 13 April 1940.
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HMS Eskimo, bow and ‘A’ gun destroyed by torpedo, 13 April 1940.
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Norwegian township burning following a Luftwaffe raid.
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British troops en route for Norway.
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British infantry boarding commandeered Norwegian lorries; southern Norway.
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British bomber crew returning from a raid on southern Norway targets.
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A Heinkel 111 bomber escorting German warships, believed to be southern Norwegian region.
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German infantry negotiating a steep snow covered slope with soldier in foreground resting from carrying a light machine gun.       
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Allied British, French and Polish (Independent Podhalan Rifles Brigade) soldiers converse around a French Hotchkiss H39 light tank during the Norwegian campaign.
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German soldiers passing a German Mark I tank.
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‘Bombing up’ a Skua dive-bomber of 800 Squadron on HMS Ark Royal.
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British troops disembarking in northern Norway.    
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HMS Suffolk, quarterdeck awash, beached at Scapa Flow.




[image: Image]

 A boatload of Royal Engineers transferring from HMS Cairo to a Norwegian ‘puffer’.
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 A gun crew clearing a light AA gun on a Polish destroyer.
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 British prisoners of war being escorted away by German troops; Norwegian location unknown.




[image: Image]

 Polish soldiers guarding German prisoners of war.
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Royal Air Force aircrew resting between operations at Bardufoss, northern Norway.
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A Hawker Hurricane fighter undergoing makeshift maintenance at Bardufoss.




[image: Image]

 Landing of French troops under fire at Bjerkvik.
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 German air force reinforcements for Narvik garrison.
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Helmut Lent’s Bf 110c lent ran out of fuel and force landed at Oslo Fornebu airfield on 9 April 1940. A Junkers 52 transport plane flies over to make a landing. 
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Four German soldiers trudge through snow in Norway, April 1940. (Library of Congress)
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 The South Wales Borderers embarked for return to the UK on the Franconia, 6 June 1940.
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 Able Seaman R. Hooke; sole survivor of HMS Ardent.
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Enemies in life, comrades in death.
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Unloading of large calibre coastal defence cannon by German soldiers and Russian p.o.w.’s at Trondenes, Harstad 1942/1943.
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Fig 1. D. Brown/HMSO 1951
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Fig 2. Naval battles of Narvik, 10 and 13 April 1940.
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Fig. 3 Battles to the north and south of Trondheim.
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Fig 4. After “Prenders Progress”; Capt J. Prendergast/Cassell.
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Fig 5. Retreat and evacuation from Mo–Bodo region.




Introduction

After Britain and France’s declaration of war on 3 September 1939, when Germany had given early demonstration of its military power by sweeping aside Poland, there followed the eight-month Phoney War, when no major military operations took place. The British public had not faced immediate starvation or the widely predicted bombing onslaught. Conscription had only recently been introduced and had not yet denuded industry of its manpower, which was to be replaced by younger women compulsorily drafted into industry. The three branches of Britain’s Armed Forces continued to follow their independent paths in their perceived pursuit of victory.

The RAF saw its role as destroying German industry by the bombing of strategic targets, but it was kept on a tight rein by a Conservative Government half-fearful of German retaliation and French and Neutral (mainly American) opinion. The RAF had to be content with propaganda leaflet raids. Thankfully, it was also building up its Fighter Command and radar network for the air battles to come. The Royal Navy was considered to be the bastion of Britain defence and a match for the German Navy, at least in number of ships, if not individual ship capability. Most of Britain’s warships were over twenty years old: veterans of the First World War. The German warships were all very modern, built from the mid-1930s onwards, following the scuttling of its own First World War ships at Scapa Flow in 1919—Germany was also building up a vast fleet of U-boats. The Royal Navy’s roles, as in the First World War, were to keep British Expeditionary Forces sent overseas, safe in passage and well-supplied, as well as protecting Britain’s vital sea lanes bringing foodstuffs and materials to the country. The Navy was led in that ‘Phoney War’ period by the redoubtable Winston Churchill in his resumed First World War role as First Lord of the Admiralty. His determination to carry the fight to the enemy and his restless dominating personality led him to have a controversial time and reputation during the Norwegian Campaign. He was accused of continual interference in affairs outside his naval role and authority, and attempts to micro-manage the Campaign from Whitehall.

The British Army changed little in the years following the end of the First World War, mouldering away in comparison with its continental neighbours. The Ten Year Rule, which assumed that no large-scale conflict would happen in Europe for a decade, was reviewed and extended annually throughout the thirties. The Army’s annual budget allowed little money for modernisation or technological development. Politicians and public alike were content with the Army’s traditional peacekeeping and policy role in India and Britain’s far flung Empire. The Navy would deal with any continental threat to the country. Even in 1937, when Hitler’s ambitions could no longer be ignored, the then Chancellor of the Exchequer Neville Chamberlain, later that year to become Prime Minister, was content to announce that the Regular Army would be fitted out fully with the most modern equipment, ready to go anywhere at any time. On the other hand, the Territorial Army would be equipped only in sufficient quantity to allow them to train. These part-time volunteer soldiers, unexperienced, semi-trained, and sparsely equipped, would make up half of the force sent to Norway when, on 9 April 1940, the Germans overran Denmark and invaded Norway in a meticulously planned five-pronged naval-led assault against key strategic cities and ports along Norway’s coastline.

The invasion occurred during the final months of the Phoney War. It forestalled by one day Britain’s own Winston Churchill-inspired initiative: to ignore Norway’s neutrality and mine her coastal waters, through which German iron ore ships were taking safe passage between Narvik and Germany. Britain’s response for ejecting the Germans from Norway was immediate and impetuous, ill-planned and equipped.

Ostensibly fought for control of Swedish iron ore supplies, via Narvik to Germany, the Norwegian Campaign made an important, but largely overlooked contribution to the conduct of the Second World War. It convincingly proved the supremacy of air power in modern warfare, as well as the particular vulnerability of land and sea forces to sustained undefended air attack. It was the first time in which one side, the German, used all three arms of their forces in well-planned, integrated, combined assaults—Blitzkrieg—in which parachute and glider-borne troops were used to secure airfields and strategic targets. Dive bombers and strafing fighters, used together with armour, artillery, and mortars in support of their ground troops, were standard enemy tactics.

The Allies (Britain, France, Norway, and Poland) in contrast, thought to conduct the fighting by the virtually sole use of infantry, armed with rifles and light machine guns. They had a few French light tanks, small batteries of field artillery, and Bofors light anti-aircraft guns at the start of the Campaign—no armour and no transport. It was not initially considered necessary to involve the RAF. As a consequence, the Allied land forces were to be outthought and outfought by the vastly superior German invading forces, and they were forced to evacuate from Norway at exactly the same time that the Dunkirk evacuation was also occurring.

This book attempts to deal, in an integrated and comprehensive manner, with the strategic and political imperatives—as well as the fighting operations—of a complex and rapidly changing two-month campaign. While other books on the Campaign have tended to focus on a defined, and thus limited, perspective such as naval operations or the higher levels of political decision making, with little combatant or personal perspective, this book makes much use of contemporary writings and eyewitness accounts, many previously unpublished, of the people actually involved in the Campaign.


PART I

Political and Strategic Imperatives


1

The Interwar Years

Great Britain, along with most other European countries, neither wanted nor was prepared for the start of the Second World War in September 1939, although the road to war had been well signposted, as far back as the end of the First World War in 1918—‘the war to end all wars’—when the seeds of disillusionment were planted that would germinate, ignite, and grow to become the forest fire that would consume Europe twenty years later. The European order of pre-1914 had gone forever. In its place, an explosive mix emerged: new countries, boundaries, ambitions, and ideas, which conflicted with clashing cultures, old enmities, fears, and jealousies.

At the end of the First World War, a defeated Germany was in economic ruin, and militarily beaten and impotent. Its navy had mutinied in 1917, and it had subsequently scuttled its surrendered fleet after the 1918 Armistice at the British base of Scapa Flow. Germany had been humiliated and economically ruined by the terms of the Treaty of Versailles of 1920, where it had lost European territories and all its overseas possessions, and had been forbidden armed forces of any significance. Russia, already backward in many ways, had been traumatised by the revolution of 1917 and was in economic, political, and social turmoil. The Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires were no more. Post-war America had retreated into political isolationism so far as Europe was concerned, and had become engrossed with its own economic and social problems. France had lost a generation of menfolk, parts of its army had mutinied in 1917, and Paris had come close to being overrun by the German offensive at Sedan. It did not want, nor could it afford, another bloodbath.

Great Britain had also had enough of European entanglements. It had a widely scattered Empire to administer or exploit, depending upon your point of view; an Empire that was still both a supplier of cheap raw materials and a market for its manufactured goods, and an Empire that was increasingly showing signs of discontent with the old order and was looking for greater economic benefit and political independence. At home, Britain was in a parlous economic state following the waste and expense of the war and the loss of many of its overseas markets and financial investments, which meant that serious social problems of unemployment, poor housing, and public health provision rightly had first claim on the country’s purse.

Far from preparing for another European conflict, Britain had, from 1920 onwards, proactively sought to severely cut back upon its military and naval expenditure. Britain did not want, nor could it afford, to engage in another expensive arms race, such as the naval arms race that had occurred between Germany and Britain in the years immediately prior to the war. On the other hand, Britain, like many other nations who had maritime commitments, could not afford to be left behind in any post-war pecking order of naval capability. Germany and Russia had been eliminated from any immediate naval building contest, but other countries, notably America and Japan, were keen to expand their fleets, and former allies France and Italy, with their own overseas commitments and ambitions, needed to be accommodated in any post-war naval balances.

However, it was the United States and Japan that were to cause particular problems for the British Government’s maritime strategy in the early 1920s. The United States, with a navy that was both numerically and operationally superior to that of any other nation, had been long jealous of Great Britain’s overseas empire, tied markets, and trading monopolies, and it was not willing for Great Britain to resume its pre-war position as undisputed master of the seas. It also irked the American Government that Britain had a long-standing alliance with Japan, who America increasingly saw as a Pacific threat and rival. The Anglo-Japanese Treaty, dating back to 1902, was signed at a time when Britain was concerned with the then-perceived influence of Russia and France in Far Eastern affairs, threatening Singapore, Hong Kong, and her trade with China and the Far East. Japan, for her part, feared Russian aggression and expansionism near her borders. The alliance also allowed Britain to concentrate upon events and issues nearer home, particularly after Russian influence in the Far East waned dramatically after its Baltic Fleet had been annihilated at Tsushima in 1905, having sailed around the world to do battle with the Japanese fleet. The Treaty, amended in 1905 and renewed in 1911, confirmed assistance if either country were attacked.1 The United States saw this as a serious impediment to their own policies for dealing with what they, rightly, perceived as a growing Japanese imperialist threat in the Pacific region.

In August 1919, the British Government had announced its Ten Year Rule as an instrument of financial policy. This proposed that it should be assumed that the British Empire would not be engaged in any great war during the next ten years, and that no expeditionary force would be required for this purpose.

The Ten Year Rule, extended year by year until 1932, was to stifle any military and naval upgrading and development, let alone expansion, for the next thirteen years. It was an acknowledgement that Great Britain could no longer afford the cost of keeping up with, let alone outbuilding, richer countries such as the United States.

One year later, in 1920, the United States raised the rearmament stakes by announcing that, in the 1920–21 financial year, it was planning to build six new battleships and six new battlecruisers, knowing full well that Britain could not afford any comparative building programme in order to maintain its pre-eminent naval superiority. Japan further raised the stakes by announcing its own so called ‘Eight-Eight’ construction programme for eight battleships and eight cruisers.2 A new naval arms race was in the offing, and the Royal Navy was in danger of being pushed into third place.

An agreement or accommodation, accepted—however grudgingly—by all parties, on the respective sizes and make-up of the major navies of the world was eventually reached at the Washington Conference of 1921. The agreement was to have a profound influence on the development of naval forces for the next twenty years. Its main features were the abandonment of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, which further strengthened the growing anti-Western feeling in Japan; a moratorium on developments in naval bases and fortifications in the Pacific region; and an agreement on the distribution of capital ships.

Britain, the United States, and Japan agreed on a 5:5:3 ratio, with a maximum of fifteen ships each for Britain and the United States, and nine for Japan. There was also an agreement to limit the maximum tonnage of all new warships to 35,000 tons and a maximum gun calibre of 16 inches, with a proviso that the displacement of existing capital ships could be increased by up to 3,000 tons in order to accommodate additional defensive systems against the new threats of submarine and air attack. There was no binding agreement on the prohibition or control over the development of submarines. Over the next twenty years, most nations, notably Japan and Germany (who as a defeated power was not a signatory or participant in the Washington agreement), were to circumvent both the spirit and the letter of the accord. This was to have serious consequences for Britain and her Royal Navy. This short-sighted treatment of Germany—neither effectively controlled nor brought into the framework of international agreements—was to be a material contribution to her military re-emergence twelve years later.

The immediate post-war years and early 1920s, reinforced by the Ten Year Rule and the international consensus of the Washington Conference, saw the scrapping of some 1.5 million tons of Britain’s warships, and the release of thousands of men—mostly to swell the ranks of Britain’s civilian unemployed—under the ‘Geddes Axe’.3 By the end of 1923, the Royal Navy had been reduced to 100,000 officers and men, and the pay and conditions of those who remained in service were allowed to stagnate or even deteriorate.

The restrictions of the Ten Year Rule equally affected the British Army. Following its introduction, the Army felt that it had become, and remained for many years, the Cinderella of the Services.4 Like the Navy, the Army had been severely cut back. Twenty-two infantry battalions and eight cavalry regiments were amalgamated or disbanded, and the Army had its vote for funds reduced in every year between 1919 and 1932.5 Then, in 1922, the Government laid down that the Army should be responsible for home security and imperial defence, but should not aim to be prepared for major war.

In 1933, Mr Duff Cooper, then Financial Secretary to the War Office, confirmed:


The British Army is not designed for continental Wars. The purpose of the British Army is to maintain order in the British Empire only… The Army is not likely to be used for a big war in Europe for many years to come.6



One year later, Cooper became Secretary of State for War. Such recruitment and expenditure that did take place in the twenties and early thirties was largely in order to provide drafts for rotational service in the Empire, particularly India. Sixty thousand British troops were stationed in India to augment some 130,000 regionally recruited native troops. Officially, this army existed for the defence of India, at that time still perceived as being threatened by Russia’s ambitions in Afghanistan. As the Indian Army was paid for by the Indian taxpayer and largely staffed by its menfolk, it could not be employed in Europe or elsewhere in the Empire without serious political repercussions in volatile India.7 The British contingent was mainly employed on border duties in north-west India and on internal security which, like the army at home, called for no serious efforts at revolutionary technological innovations or radical reorganisation. With no clear evolutionary purpose, the British Army became hidebound in its thinking and absorbed in the minutiae of garrison and regimental life:


Britain spent twenty one years between 1918 and 1939 with an army in India and an army at home, neither seriously designed, trained, equipped or organised for major war, and neither in the least ready for it.8



The Ten Year Rule, with its strategic assumption that the British Army would not be required to fight any large-scale land war in the foreseeable future, together with the bitter personal experiences of senior officers who had seen at first hand the terrible carnage on the Western Front in the First World War, engendered a defensive mindset and a widespread hesitancy and spirit of caution among the military planners and establishment in the interwar years. This attitude prevailed in the Norwegian Campaign of 1940 and was to last until well into the Second World War, in marked contrast to the more confident spirit that prevailed in the British Navy:


In this matter of offensive spirit the British Army was, at this time, strikingly inferior to the Royal Navy, whose general attitude was to hunt and destroy any enemy vessel wherever she might be if there was any chance to do so. Of course the Navy’s long traditions were consistent with this confident vigour. But in recent history the Navy had no disillusioning—and misleading—experiences on which to draw; they had not been brought up to mutter ‘never again’. They felt that they were inherently superior to any enemy, and that they could always win. They were right. Upon the army, by contrast, lay heavily the shadow of the barbed wire.9



However, as the ’20s moved into the ’30s, the Royal Navy also underwent a period of disillusionment and uncertainty. By 1931, a time of worldwide recession, the country was in a critical economic state. There were 2 million unemployed with no signs of economic revival. The Labour Government resigned and a National Government under Ramsey MacDonald was formed. In attempting to avert the immediate financial crisis, one of the remedial actions proposed was all-round pay cuts in the Public Sector—civil servants, teachers, and the armed forces. For some of the lower ranks of the Royal Navy, it was a cut too deep. There had been an unfavourable pay restructuring in 1925, followed by cuts in the pensions of long serving sailors announced in 1930.10 Now the proposals would mean for some lower ranks cuts of up to 25 per cent in their pay at only three weeks’ notice, while officers were only faced with an average cut of 11 per cent. To make matters worse, the announcement was botched, and sailors of the Atlantic Fleet assembled at Invergordon for the annual autumn exercises only found out from newspapers. They mutinied or at least declined to carry out their duties on 15 September 1931.

The unrest only lasted for thirty-six hours, but its repercussions were out of all proportion. It became worldwide news, leading to an international run on the pound, whose value plunged 20 per cent at one stage, and Britain was forced off the gold standard. Perhaps of a more lasting concern was that it may have given comfort and confidence to Britain’s future enemies. Forty years later, the eminent naval historian Captain S. W. Roskill, in a letter to the daughter of one of the officers involved in the mutiny, wrote:


The real tragedy of Invergordon to me is that it gave Hitler and Mussolini encouragement to believe that as the British Navy had been shown to be disloyal they could safely defy this country. And that led to all the diplomatic successes they scored right up to Munich 1938…11



The early 1930s were difficult years for the country, and money for any form of public expenditure, let alone rearmament, was very scarce indeed. In such an economic climate, inter-service rivalry exacerbated the problem as the three services, each with its own political head, squabbled over the distribution of the available defence spending. The RAF, the junior service only formed on 1 April 1918 by the amalgamation of the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service, had to fight for its very survival. The Navy wanted its own air arm back: with its own aircraft that was suitable for its aircraft carriers, and to support its ships, operating in waters covered by enemy aircraft.

This inter-services dispute continued until the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, and even led to bitterness within the Conservative Government. Duff Cooper, then First Lord of the Admiralty, was to write in 1938:


The matter which is most engaging my attention at present is the future if the Fleet Air Arm… The problems are many and it is at least doubtful whether the Air Ministry are anxious to help. Swinton was very angry when the F.A.A. was taken away from the Air Ministry… Having so much resented the change he may be determined to make it fail.12



Even within the Navy there was division, between those who wanted to replace the aging battleships, most of whom were some twenty years old; and those who favoured spending the available budget on a new fleet of aircraft carriers.13

The Army also wanted its own tactical support air arm, but more importantly money to reorganise and re-equip. The junior service was seen by the Navy and Army as being the favoured son when it came to claims for defence spending; they had little say on bombing policy or even in the matter of which type of aircraft should be built.14 Maj.-Gen. Sir John Kennedy, later in 1938 to become Deputy Director of Military Operations at the War Office, wrote:


The Royal Air Force had had a precarious youth. Although now of age, and highly robust at that, it still had a tendency to look on the Royal Navy and the Army as wicked uncles who, though ostensibly reformed, might once again revert to predatory instincts.

Who could say what might happen if the two older Services should taste blood, in the shape of selecting targets, or in the form of aircraft specially designed for close support of the RAF.15



The RAF saw itself as having a key strategic role in any future conflict, with a bomber force to attack enemy targets and a strong fighter force for home defence against similar enemy bomber attacks. However, a constant inter-services bone of contention was the role of the Air Force:


Both the General Staff and the Naval Staff opposed the fanatical efforts of the Air Staff to press upon us their theory that the war would be decided by the action of air forces, almost unaided by the other two services. We fought hard and unsuccessfully for the provision of adequate specialised air forces, properly trained and equipped for the support of naval and military operations. The introduction of such a policy was regarded by the Air Staff as a ‘prostitution of the Air Force’, so a senior officer in the Air Ministry once expressed to me. This fight went on far into the war. The politicians were much attracted by the Air Force doctrine, and the soldiers and sailors could never persuade the Cabinet or the Defence Committee to settle the dispute in a way we thought right, either before or during the war.16



In the end, the RAF won its fight for existence as an independent force. The Army had to make do with a token Army Co-operation Arm, and the Navy had to settle for its own very inadequate FAA, equipped with obsolete poor performance aircraft, simply because low priority had been given to the development of specialist aircraft for use in naval operations. These inadequacies were to have dire consequences in the Norwegian Campaign of 1940.

The whole issue of rearmament and the allocation of resources to the armed forces was one that split British politics, press, and public. Individuals like Winston Churchill, who warned continuously from the mid-’30s onwards of the dangers being posed by the expansionist ambitions of Italy, Japan, and Germany, were branded as warmongers. Their concerns were largely ignored by a country and government that was still struggling to recover from the economic recession of the early 1930s. The general air was a desire for accommodation and understanding of other countries’ needs and problems, conciliation, and, above all, peace. The First World War had finished less than twenty years earlier and its hardships and tragedies were still within living memory of most of the population. Attempts to build up the neglected Armed Services were strongly resisted by opposition political parties and the Government’s own Treasury. The financially straitened country had other, more pressing, problems, and the Labour Party, a growing influence in British politics, was more interested in improving living conditions at home than in the country’s possessions abroad.17

However, by the mid-’30s, events and developments in the foreign arena could no longer be ignored. Italy’s invasion of Abyssinia and military build-up in the Horn of Africa region threatened British possessions in Central Africa and areas for which Britain was responsible for, such as Egypt. The free passage of Mediterranean shipping through the Suez Canal en route to India, Australasia, and the Far East was jeopardised, potentially forcing it to take the longer, more expensive, passage round the Cape of Good Hope. There was also concern over the availability of Middle East oil supplies upon which the RN in particular depended.18

To add to Britain’s maritime and military commitments, the ongoing Sino-Japanese War, following Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1932, was becoming of increasing concern to the Government and comment in the press. Japan had blatant expansionist ambitions in the Far East and needed raw materials from the Philippines, Malaya, Indochina (present-day Southeast Asia), and the East Indies which were under the control, respectively, of the United States, Great Britain, France, and the Netherlands.19 In 1934, Japan renounced the earlier Washington and London Naval Treaties and started to build up its Navy. The Japanese Army was also flexing its political muscle. It was a major influence in Japanese politics, urging a more aggressive foreign policy, arguing that what Western Powers wanted in East Asia was radically opposed to what Japan wanted.20

The spring of 1935 was to mark a step-change on the road to war. As well as the developing crisis in the Far East, German rearmament was adding to the concerns of many European countries. Adolf Hitler had come to power as head of the National Socialist Party in 1933 and became Reich Chancellor one year later, following the death of the German President, Field Marshal von Hindenburg, on 2 August 1934.21 His arrival gave a massive boost to Germany’s rearmament and her expansionist ambitions. Initially it was claimed that Hitler’s ambitions were defensive in character and modest in their scope, focusing upon Germany’s problems on its eastern borders, where Germany feared Polish ambitions.22 Poland—formed in the European geographic shake-up at the end of the First World War and not especially constrained by the terms of the Treaty of Versailles—had built up an army greater than the force that Germany was allowed. Moreover, Poland had been given a land corridor to the sea, which effectively separated East Prussia from the rest of Germany. Beyond Poland lay Communist Russia, with its massive army a latent threat. In 1935, Hitler told his naval chief, Grand Admiral Raeder, that his intention was to maintain peace with England, Italy, and Japan, and that Germany’s potential enemies were France and Russia.23

In Britain, there was still considerable controversy over the need for, or desirability of, rearmament. There were those who wanted to put their faith in the League of Nations to settle international disputes, and there was confusion over who posed the greatest threat to world peace and to British interests. The Conservative-dominated National Government, alarmed by the deteriorating situation in both the Far East and Europe, proposed increasing its defence spending. The proposed increases were modest by today’s standards, some twenty million pounds in the next year, but even so were strongly opposed in both houses of Parliament on strategic, political, moral, and financial grounds. A white paper on Defence was presented to the House of Commons on 4 March 1935. It was a comprehensive review of the state of British defences, and the Government plans for modernising the equipment of the Navy and Army and increasing the squadron strength of the RAF by forty-one squadrons (or 820 aircraft over the next five year) but was confused over the matter of comparative aircraft strengths in relation to Germany’s aircraft numbers.24 It provoked a vote of censure from the Labour and Liberal opposition, but was defeated by a heavy majority. Clement Attlee, the Labour Leader, speaking for the Opposition in support of the censure, said:


We deny the need for increased air armaments… We deny the proposition that an increased British Air Force will make for peace in the world, and we reject altogether the claim to parity.25



The Liberal leader Sir Herbert Samuel said:


What is the case in regard to Germany? Nothing we have so far seen or heard would suggest that our present Air Force is not adequate to meet any peril at the present time from that quarter.26



On 9 March 1935, Hitler formally announced the creation of the Luftwaffe under the leadership of Hermann Goering and, one week later, the creation of an army of thirty-six divisions and 600,000 men.27 On 16 March 1935, the German Government formally withdrew from its acceptance of the disarmament provisions of the Treaty of Versailles. Three days later, the British Government presented its estimates for the following year and carried them, although the Labour and Liberal Opposition were still undecided as to their courses of action. In the House of Lords debate on Defence that month, a wide spectrum of opinion was embraced, ranging from the perceptive to (in retrospect) the naïve, with a number of their Lordships still putting their faith in the League of Nations to negotiate solutions rather than any nationalist unilateral rearmament provocation.

Viscount Hailsham, Secretary of State for War, repudiated claims that the Government had abandoned the collective system and the League of Nations, but believed that did not mean abandoning the idea of defending ourselves if we were attacked:


It did not mean that Britain should render itself incapable of defence and thereby invite attack… for years past, partly under economic stress, but also to encourage other peoples to follow Britain’s example of disarmament, the country had allowed its Army, Navy and Air Force to reach the very verge of risk. That could not go on indefinitely. Britain had to spend the sum that was proposed not to have a big Army, Navy and Air Force, but to bring them up to the very minimum the Government thought possible having regard to the obligations which the Government expected those forces to discharge.28



In France, on 15 March, the Chamber of Deputies and Senate debated their Government’s proposals to end the ‘lean years’ of the French Army, by increasing the national service conscription period from 12 to 18 months, and then further increase it to two years for all recruit intakes up to 1939 when the position would again be reviewed.29 There was hostile Socialist opposition to the proposal, however, the French Government won by 354 to 210.

On 18 March, Hitler claimed that his introduction of compulsory military service was in response to the French increase of length of military training and the creation by Russia of an army of 101 divisions.30 Reportedly, the announcement had been well received by the German people.

Later that month, Foreign Secretary Sir John Simon and Lord Privy Seal Anthony Eden visited Germany for discussions with Hitler and his officials to seek some way of reducing the build-up in international tension.31 It was largely a waste of time, but some suggestions for the possible easing of tensions by accommodating German concerns were aired. Two of these suggestions were to have far-reaching consequences.

The first of these concerned Germany’s desire to have parity of air strength with France. During the airing of this particular topic, Hitler declared to Simon and Eden that, as far as Britain was concerned, the German Luftwaffe was already of equal strength to the British Air Force. When this was reported to the British Government it seemed to make the case for increasing Britain’s air strength overwhelming and forced Stanley Baldwin, for the Government, to admit to the House of Commons on 22 May that the comparative aircraft strengths given previously were in error; they had underestimated the future build-up and make-up of German and British aircraft numbers.32, 33 Winston Churchill, who had long been arguing that Britain was seriously underestimating the threat posed by the Luftwaffe, was to write that he hoped that the Government’s confession would help settle the air defence arguments.34 However, despite the admission that the air defence projections were worse than first thought, and the evidence of military build-up of other European countries, the opposition parties failed to give the Government unequivocal backing.

Clement Attlee reportedly said that the Labour Party did not stand for unilateral disarmament, but for collective security through the League of Nations and rejected the use of force as an instrument of policy.35 They stood for the reduction of armaments and pooled security, and believed that the country must be prepared to make a contribution to collective security. The party’s policy was to seek security through disarmament, and their aim was first the reduction of armaments, and then the complete abolition of all national armaments and the creation of an International Police Force under the League.

For the Liberal Party, Sir Archibald Sinclair declared, inter alia, that his party would ‘support measures of national defence when clear proof was afforded of their necessity.’36

The second suggestion to emerge from the Anglo-German discussions related to some form of naval agreement between Germany and Britain as to the relative strengths of the German and British navies. Such an agreement had attractions for the Government on the face of it, because it would mean that more of the defence budget could be directed to strengthening Britain’s air defences in light of the revelations about the strength of the German Luftwaffe. The Royal Navy, with its own budget thus constrained and no longer the unquestionably paramount navy of twenty years before, needed to find some ways of reducing its commitment to policing the far-flung British Empire and interests in the face of the wartime threats posed by Japan, Italy and Germany. If German naval build-up could be controlled and a known quantity, then effectively its threat could be neutralised. Hitler’s broad brush proposal was to limit German naval strength to 35 per cent of the British.

Hitler had sometime earlier outlined his thoughts to the head of the German Navy, Grand Admiral Raeder:


… [He] told me that he had no intention of challenging Britain’s predominant position at sea, which followed from her worldwide interests. He was anxious, he said, to put this on record by negotiating a special agreement between the two countries concerning the respective strengths of their fleets. In this way he hoped to show Britain quite clearly that a clash between the two fleets would ever enter his mind. He was thinking, he said, of a ratio of perhaps three ships to one.… I immediately agreed. For practical reasons I suggested thirty five percent for the German fleet.… Of course we did not fail to recognise that the proposed relationship of one hundred to thirty five was very advantageous to the British too. Britain would be spared the anxiety of regarding Germany’s rearmament, which must come sooner or later, as an uncertain factor in her own naval policy. For us the acceptance of this proposed relationship of naval strength would represent the adoption of a continental policy which would not be dangerous to Britain.37



The acceptance by Britain of such a voluntary German proposal would mean, politically, the replacement of the disarmament provisions of the Treaty of Versailles, at least so far as the German Navy was concerned. The Admiralty and the British Government took the bait. To have rejected the suggestion out of hand could have led to Hitler creating an even more powerful navy than the one he proposed; the German Government had, after all, formally withdrawn its acceptance of the disarmament provisions of the Treaty of Versailles only two months earlier, and they had a valid argument for rebuilding. In 1918 Germany was left with eight capital ships or armoured cruisers dating from 1902–1906, eight cruisers dating from 1899–1903 and thirty-two smaller ships dating from 1906–1913.38 By the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany was allowed to replace her bigger ships when they were twenty years old, and the smaller ships when they were fifteen years old. However, any replacements were to be limited as to their size or displacement. Heavier capital ship or armoured cruiser types could be built up to 10,000 tons, cruisers up to 6,000 tons, destroyers 800 tons, and torpedo boats 200 tons. Germany was denied the possession of submarines, or U-boats.

Thus, by the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany could have started replacing some of her oldest obsolete ships almost as soon as the Treaty was signed. However due to severe economic and social conditions existing in Germany in the 1920s, only one small cruiser, the Emden, was built and completed in 1925, and three heavier ships were launched between 1931 and 1934. These latter three ships were ostensibly within the 10,000-ton limit, but emerged as three heavy cruisers of a new type—so-called ‘pocket battleships’—displacing between 11,400 and 12,100 tons. They were also, surprisingly, each armed with six 11-inch and eight 5.9 inch guns. The British Navy had no equivalent. The Admiralty also discovered that the Germans, in a flagrant breach of the Treaty terms, were building two powerful battlecruisers of (it was claimed) 26,000 tons, both to be launched in 1936. The two ships, the Scharnhorst and the Gneisenau, were, when completed and fitted out, found to be much heavier than they claimed, with quoted tonnages ranging from 32,000 to 38,900 tons when fully loaded.39, 40 These two ships were to play a significant role in the Norwegian Campaign and sink three Royal Navy ships, with the loss of 1,515 men. By building these two capital ships, the Germans also effectively countered the French construction of two 26,000-ton battleships of the Dunkerque class.

The Anglo-German Naval Agreement, accepted in principle, was formally prepared and signed, with indecent haste, one month later in June 1935.41 It was signed without consulting the French or informing the League of Nations.42 It was, in Churchill’s view, a surprising decision by the British Government, which he attributed to influence from the Admiralty, commenting on how dangerous it was for military and naval professionals to engage in politics.43 This was rich coming from Churchill, who was soon to offend his senior professional sailors and soldiers by constantly interfering in the minutiae of the strategic and even tactical conduct of the Norwegian Campaign.

Churchill and the many critics of the signing were particularly concerned at the concession given to the Germans that allowed them to build and possess U-boats.44 Back-bencher Macmillan was especially critical of what he saw as the gullibility on the subject of submarines:


The Admiralty thought they had achieved a great success.… They certainly believed that any agreement fixing the numbers between the two countries should be avidly grasped. But they conceded the right of Germany to build U-boats, which had been denied in the Versailles Treaty, and to build up to 60 percent of British submarine strength, and in exceptional circumstances up to 100 per cent. The German Government was to be the sole judge of what were exceptional circumstances.… But here was an agreement made with a Government which had openly and flagrantly violated its solemn treaty obligations not in minor but in major matters. Here were submarines alleged to be built for purely defence purposes, when it should have been obvious that the main, if not the sole, purpose of a German submarine fleet would be once again to threaten Britain with strangulation.45



Less than one month later, on 9 July 1935, Germany announced the commissioning—that is the commencement of service availability—of her first post-First World War U-boat.46 They continued to build U-boats up until 1945. These U-boats were to almost succeed in bringing Britain to its knees by cutting off its seaborne supplies in the subsequent prolonged Battle of the Atlantic in the early years of the 1940s.

The French had not been told anything more than the initial probable terms. They were not asked to agree or even acquiesce, and naturally concluded that Great Britain only cared about its own safety, the protection of its island, and the preservation of its naval superiority.47 For their part, following the Treaty, the British Government and Admiralty hoped that, by acquiescing to German naval demands, their own affordable naval rearmament plans would be sufficient to bolster both the Royal Navy’s position in home waters and allow concentration upon the perceived maritime threats in the Far East and Mediterranean. The Defence Paper of 1935 had planned for the Royal Navy to build seven battleships and fifteen cruisers as replacements, four new aircraft carriers in the years 1936 to 1939, plus a flotilla of eight or nine new destroyers in each of the following four years.48

Meanwhile, the third arm of Britain’s armed forces, the Army, ambled along throughout the ’20s and ’30s without clear purpose or direction as to its future role and development strategy. Instead it continued to be engrossed in imperial policing tasks which called for no revolutionary thinking, innovative technology or strategic reorganisation. There was something of a half-hearted attempt at technological development, but it was not backed up by either the finance or the political will to carry it through.49 A prime example lay in the non-development and use of armoured divisions in any future conflict, even though the British were originators of the tank and its use on the Western Front some twenty years before. The British Army could have led the way, but it did not:


There were many reasons for this; lack of funds, conflicting views among the experts and military thinkers, conservatism among the army professionals, diehard views about the continuing value of horse artillery versus the tank. Above all was the strategic assumption that the British Army would not be called upon to participate in a major land conflict for the foreseeable future. As a result the British Army entered the Second World War without a coherent policy with regard to its use of armoured divisions or perception of how these would change the whole pattern of the forthcoming conflict. The B.E.F. [British Expeditionary Force] arrived in France [in 1939] with no properly constituted armoured formation. In contrast, the German Army, restricted by the Versailles Treaty to 100,000 men and forbidden modern weapons, so transformed itself after the advent of Hitler in 1933 to be able to field against the Western Powers of Britain, France and Poland a force of ninety three divisions, including no less than ten armoured divisions with some 2,500 tanks.50



In 1933, Britain had appointed Gen. Montgomery-Massingberd as its Chief of the Imperial General Staff, the professional head of its Army. He was not convinced of the need to prepare for armoured warfare, although he did sanction the formation of the first permanent armament division in the world. The 1st Tank Regiment became operational in 1934, but with a plethora of different types of tank, some of which were little more than light tractors.51 In spite of this, the new CIGS continued to support the use of the horse in military operations so that, in 1933, the British Army had 136 battalions of infantry and eighteen of horsed cavalry (plus another twenty-one in India), but only four battalions of ageing tanks and two converted cavalry regiments using armoured cars.52

A further weakness of the development of the British Army in the later years of the 1930s lay in the recruitment and training of its officers and men for a war which was becoming increasingly likely. Without conscription, in the main strenuously opposed by both politicians and the general public, and with the financial restraints imposed by the Treasury, it was extremely difficult to increase the size of the regular army. Duff Cooper, Minister for War at the time was to write in his diary on 2 December 1936:


There was a Cabinet Meeting, an important one for me because at my last my memorandum on recruiting, most of which I had written in September, came up for discussion. The Chancellor [Neville Chamberlain] fought every point and of course the only decision came to was to refer it to a Cabiner [sic.] Committee. This I had expected, but it might have been done six weeks before.53



Instead, great and really unwarranted reliance was placed on the use of a volunteer part-time territorial army. The reliance on untrained and ill-equipped part-time soldiers was to prove illusionary in the Norwegian and French campaigns of 1940, despite the best, and frequently gallant, efforts of the troops involved. These locally recruited volunteers trained at the weekend and evenings, and attended an annual fortnight’s summer camp, usually under canvas. If they attended the prescribed training sessions and camp, they were paid an annual bounty of £25, although the 1932 summer camps were cancelled on financial grounds. The ‘Terriers’ were an enthusiastic body, but their military threat was not taken seriously by a burgeoning Wehrmacht. A German publication of May 1936 scathingly termed the Territorials as ‘a sort of Sunday school for amateur soldiers’.54

Not that the training and equipment of the regular Army, or indeed its morale and enthusiasm, were much better. A regular officer described going on regular manoeuvres in 1938:


As soon as the date was announced, all field officers, bar one, and most of the senior captains, found that they were unable to attend because of engagements elsewhere and all took their leave. I found myself, as a very junior lieutenant, commanding C Company, consisting of myself, the Company Sergeant Major, the Company Quartermaster Sergeant, four corporals and about ten Jocks. The ridiculous sight that has always stuck in my mind, as it must have done in the mind of the locals, is of the company in column of route marching along a main road with me at the front, followed by the Company Sergeant Major and a platoon consisting of a sergeant and a Jock carrying a flag, then a long gap filled by the length of tape held at the other end by another Jock. That was a platoon. As the new light machine gun, the Bren, had not arrived yet, we had wooden silhouettes and wooden rattles to simulate the sound of them being fired. It’s amazing to think that only fifteen months before hostilities broke out, a Regular battalion was in this state.55



The Army was starved of finance, and if relations between politicians and the admirals were poor at this time, they were hardly much better between the politicians and the generals. Maj.-Gen. Sir John Kennedy, appointed Deputy Director of Military Operations at the War Office in October 1938, wrote:


Mr Chamberlain [Prime Minister], Sir John Simon [Chancellor of the Exchequer] and Sir Samuel Hoare [Formerly First Lord of the Admiralty but at the time Home Secretary] were all more or less unpopular with the General Staff because of the way they torpedoed many of our attempts to raise the state of preparedness of the Army … but were respected for their sincerity even when they disagreed with us. Hore-Belisha and Gort [then CIGS] by the time war came, had been barely on speaking terms for many months.56



Hore-Belisha’s predecessor as Minister of State for War, Duff Cooper, had tried to reform and enlarge the army but fallen foul of some of his colleagues, notably the now Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain. He recorded in his diary of 1938:


…I had incurred more than once the wrath of Neville Chamberlain. I felt that he, as Chancellor, was unnecessarily delaying the reforms I wanted to introduce into the Army in order to encourage recruiting. I had unwisely attacked him in Cabinet.57



On the domestic front, King George V died on 20 January 1936, and was succeeded by his eldest son King Edward VIII, who only reigned for a year, was never crowned, and abdicated on 11 December in order to marry the woman of his choice. The relationship between the King and an unpopular American divorcee was to excessively preoccupy the Government, Church, and Press throughout the year and divide opinion in the country:


During many weeks—the whole of the summer and autumn—the Prime Minister [then Stanley Baldwin] and his leading colleagues were almost exclusively concerned with this delicate and painful situation … ministers were occupied with the complications and distractions of this affair at a vital period.58



In the foreign field, 1936 was to prove a turbulent year that clearly marked the start of the march of European dictatorships in Germany, Italy, and Spain. Hitler began to show his hand in early 1936 by reoccupying the demilitarised Rhineland on 7 March. This zone of western Germany, next to France’s border, had been taken out of German control by the terms of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, and its demilitarised status reconfirmed by the Treaty of Locarno in 1925, which Germany freely had agreed to:


The results, both tactical and strategic, of Germany’s action were formidable. So long as the Rhineland was unfortified, the reaction of the French against the German aggression in any part of Europe could be swift and decisive; an attack could be launched at the very vitals of Germany. But once German troops had reoccupied and, still more important, refortified the Rhineland, the initiative passed from the Western Allies to the Nazi dictator. A new Hindenburg line could be built, and indeed began to be built immediately.59



The British Government did not appear, at least in public statements, to have grasped the political and military significance of the German coup, and public opinion was divided and uncertain.60 A popular view was that Germany had a right to enter, in Lord Lothian’s words, ‘into their own back yard’.61 The remilitarisation of the Rhineland was to be the first step in fulfilling Hitler’s ambition of unifying all the ethnic Germans in neighbouring countries within an enlarged Germany—The Third Reich. These included 6 million people living in Austria and 3 million in the Sudetenland of western Czechoslovakia.62

On 3 October 1935, Italy invaded Abyssinia. It rekindled the national debate about the ability of Britain’s forces to defend her Mediterranean lifeline through the Suez Canal to her Imperial interests in India and the Far East, and to deal with the growing German threat to European peace. Stanley Baldwin, the then Prime Minister, sought to use the crisis to cement the expansion and improvement of the armed forces by marrying a realistic approach to our defence needs with the idealistic enthusiasm of the opposition Liberals and Labour (and indeed, some elements within the Conservative ranks) for support of the collective power of the League of Nations.63 The general public, by now becoming more aware of the threat posed by ambitious European dictators, recognised that their hopes of peace, long vested in the collective good intent of the League of Nations, now depended upon the League to stop Mussolini’s attack upon a backward and impoverished African nation. The general feeling was as follows:


…British hopes had long rested on the League; and if the League could not stop a second-class dictator like Mussolini, it was futile to rely on it to stop Hitler. Yet it was to the League, fortified, strengthened, and encouraged by Britain and, it was to be hoped, French leadership, that we must look in order to rally resistance to the growing German menace. The only alternatives were either isolation, which with our world-wide imperial interests could not save us; or a return to regional alliances and great armaments.64



The League of Nations, of which the United States, Germany and Japan were not members, decided upon the use of economic sanctions against Italy, and in particular the use of an oil embargo. The League left it to the navies of France and Britain to implement this strategy. However, France’s fleet was, according to its Government, ‘not ready for sea’. In any case France, after years of disagreement with Italy, now had a non-aggression pact with the country and was concerned about keeping Italy from joining up with Germany. It was therefore left to Britain to bring about any economic blockage on Italy’s African ambitions. The Royal Navy was confident that its Mediterranean Fleet could easily seal off the Suez Canal, but the British Government decided—to the universal disgust of the sailors—that the Fleet could not risk open battle with the more modern Italian Fleet and its much-vaunted (but vastly overrated) Italian Airforce, the Regia Aeronautica, and so the matter dragged on.65

Then, in late 1935, the Government, previously so firm in its determined support of the economic sanctions strategy against Mussolini’s threat, were forced into a complete about-face by the unilateral action of its Foreign Secretary, Sir Samuel Hoare, who had signed on behalf of Britain the so-called Hoare-Laval Agreement with Pierre Laval, his French counterpart, which effectively caved in to Italy. The accommodation allowed Italy to take control of two thirds of Abyssinia’s capital Addis Ababa. The appeal for help from the exiled emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia to the League of Nations at Geneva on 30 June 1936 went unheeded. Four days later, the League Council voted to end the economic sanctions against Italy, and the Foreign Secretary was forced out of office.66

There was a further eruption of European affairs in the July of 1936 with the start of the Spanish Civil War. The ideological make-up of the two warring sides was complex, and Britain and France, officially at least, tried to keep out of the affair, with Britain focusing on stopping blockade runners and evacuating British subjects and refugees with ships of the Royal Navy. Broadly speaking, the Nationalists under General Franco were given support and military assistance by the fellow fascist leaders Hitler and Mussolini, while the republicans received some support and supplies from Russia, and the ideological support of the Left in Great Britain and other non-aligned countries. The war produced something of a ‘crisis of opinion’ in Britain:


In Britain, as the Civil War continued with unabated fury, Left wing opinion began to move away from its earlier support of non-intervention. Strangely enough, the Labour and Left-wing politicians, who for many years had violently opposed any form of British rearmament, were now clamouring for the delivery of arms to Spain. Many young men—by no means al [sic] with Socialist sympathies—joined the International Brigade to support the Spanish Government, and fought heroically for their faith. Equally, some Conservatives, especially Roman Catholics, were moved by the appalling atrocities against priests, monks and nuns to join the rebels [Nationalists]. Thus something like a ‘crisis of opinion’ was produced in Britain. At a time when national unity was essential, the Spanish Civil War was a cause of sharp division.67



Then, on 26 April 1937, in the long, drawn out Civil War, there occurred an atrocity which shocked and frightened international opinion. It was caused by German planes assisting General Franco’s Nationalist Forces, which destroyed the centre of the town of Guernica and killed 1,654 civilians:


More than any other incident in the Civil War, the bombing of Guernica by the German Condor Legion aroused international anger. It was the first time that a city had been destroyed by aerial bombardment.68



In early 1938, Hitler, no doubt encouraged by the ineffectiveness of the League of Nations in dealing with Mussolini’s transgressions, and by the strengthening bonds between Germany and Italy following their successful interventions on Franco’s behalf in the Spanish War, turned his ambitions to the annexation (Anschluss, or ‘joining’) of neighbouring Austria into the Third Reich.

Resisting German threats and political pressure, the then Austrian Chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg announced on 9 March 1838 his intention to hold a plebiscite to allow the Austrian people a choice as to whether they wished to remain independent or be absorbed into Germany.69 Two days later, German troops massed on their border with Austria, and Reich Marshal Goering gave an ultimatum to the Austrian people: cancel the plebiscite and install the pro-Nazi Seyss-Inquart as Chancellor by 7.30 that evening, or they would be invaded.70 Britain and France were unwilling, or unable, to intervene.71 Von Schuschnigg was forced to cancel the plebiscite and resigned. On 13 March 1938 Austria became part of the enlarged Third Reich, with Adolf Hitler as their Chancellor.72 This bullying—the instant ultimatums and the use of pro-Nazi factions within the country—became standard procedure in Germany’s occupation of Europe. It was to be closely adhered to in their occupation of Norway in 1940.

Next it was the turn of Czechoslovakia. In September 1938, following up his unopposed absorption of Austria, Hitler made a deliberately inflammatory speech to his party members in Nuremberg, demanding that the Sudeten Germans be allowed to determine their own future. This predictably produced demonstrations and widespread disorder throughout Czechoslovakia.73

In the crisis that followed, France, who had a treaty with Czechoslovakia and other countries, wherein they would go to her aid if she were attacked, and, Britain, who had no such treaty, tried to broker a peaceful solution. The French and British leaders had some sympathy with the plight and rights of the Sudeten Germans living in a foreign country and looked for a peaceful solution. A radio broadcast to the British public on 27 September 1938 by Neville Chamberlain, now the British Prime Minister following the retirement of Stanley Baldwin on 31 May 1937, and a man dedicated to following the negotiated route to the peaceful solutions of European problems revealed his thinking on the likelihood of any British military intervention:


How horrible, fantastic, incredible it is that we should be digging trenches and trying on gas-masks74 here because of a quarrel in a faraway country between people of whom we know nothing! ... I am myself a man of peace to the depths of my soul. Armed conflict between nations is a nightmare to me: … but war is a fearful thing, and we must be very clear, before we embark on it, that it is really the great issues that are at stake.75



Two days later, following a conference in Munich of the leaders of the ‘big four European Countries’ (Hitler, Mussolini, Chamberlain, and Daladier), Eduard Benes, the Czechoslovakian leader, agreed to concede to Germany some 11,000 square miles of Czechoslovakian territory and much of that country’s significant armaments industry. It was yet another act of appeasement to Hitler, but perhaps the French and British Prime Ministers knew, in 1938, that neither of their countries was in a fit state to go to war with a rampant Germany and its equally ambitious, if less able, ally Italy.

Chamberlain flew back to England on 30 September 1938, waving his piece of paper that set out the peace agreement from the doorway of his aircraft, to announce ‘there has come back from Germany peace with honour. I believe it is peace in our time.’

Macmillan, Jenkins, and Trevor-Roper were among many who believed that Chamberlain, who had flown back to Britain to scenes of great public enthusiasm, had made a disastrous mistake in proclaiming the Munich Agreement as a diplomatic triumph, and not as a necessary playing for time, which would have been a more arguable and agreeable case.76, 77, 78 However, Macmillan also thought that Chamberlain genuinely believed that he could do a bargain with Hitler which, once Germany’s ‘legitimate’ demands had been conceded, would be scrupulously respected but ‘having no understanding of the man with whom he was trying to sup, he never provided himself with the necessary length of spoon’.79

Churchill was not impressed. He told the House of Commons: ‘England has been offered a choice between war and shame. She has chosen shame and will get war’.80

The historian Trevor-Roper reportedly noted in his diary how Chamberlain had been welcomed by hysterical and enthusiastic crowds, who evidently were incapable of distinguishing between his praiseworthy efforts for peace and his appeasement policies.81

Chamberlain’s speech was not popular among many of his fellow Conservative members of Parliament and the Conservative Government, which was in disarray as a consequence of its foreign policies. Anthony Eden had resigned as Foreign Secretary in February 1938 over the Cabinet’s policy towards an increasingly belligerent Italy, and Duff Cooper, First Lord of the Admiralty, resigned following the Munich Agreement on 1 October 1938. Winston Churchill, still out of Government, languished on the backbenches.

Arising from events around this period, it is a commonly held view that Chamberlain and his supporters were unworthy appeasers while Churchill and his adherents were the saviours of the country by fighting for rearmament and resistance to Hitler’s attempts to dominate Europe. Although the latter is basically true, the former is a far too simplistic and, in many ways, unfair view of Chamberlain. Chamberlain abhorred the National Socialism that was arising in Germany as much as anyone, but, both as Chancellor of the Exchequer and later Prime Minister, he had to weigh in the balance the costs and consequences of the country. In this respect, his political stance and actions during the ’20s and ’30s bear fair comparison with those of Churchill. Neville Chamberlain was one of the first members of the Cabinet to oppose the Ten Year Rule and, in 1934, was one of the first to urge some move towards rearmament. One year later, as Chancellor, he wanted his Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, to fight the 1935 election with policies which would include strengthening Britain’s defences, but his Prime Minister felt that this would alienate the Conservative’s coalition partners. When he became Prime Minister in 1937, his defence thinking for defending the country had developed into a positive and affordable, if limited strategy. He wanted a strong air force, a one power navy the equal of that of any other country or power, and an army which was not expected to have to send expeditionary forces to fight on mainland Europe.

Winston Churchill, Chancellor of the Exchequer from 1924 to 1929, had had a longer, more strategic, and more direct influence over the future of Britain’s defence policies. His influence and decisions, although arguably logical and correct for the prevailing circumstances of the time, would have profound bearing upon Britain’s preparedness for war in September 1939. He had argued for the renewal of Britain’s battleship fleet in the 1920s, when there was a strong counterargument in favour of building up the carrier provision, had opposed the cruiser renewal programme, had opposed any development of the Singapore Naval Base in 1925, and recommended the extension of the Ten Year Rule in 1928.

Roskill’s view of Churchill’s influence in the interwar years upon rearmament policies, and indeed upon public opinion generally, was as follows:


Churchill himself had contributed to the difficulties of the mid-1930s by his policy as Chancellor of the Exchequer 1924–1929. The change of public attitude towards Churchill, which he himself had inflamed by his belligerence, came suddenly—at the eleventh hour—in the summer of 1939.82



Chamberlain’s faith in diplomacy, and the sincerity of Adolf Hitler’s signature on the piece of paper the Prime Minster had so joyfully waved, received a rude awakening when, following Hitler’s annexation of the Sudetenland on 1 October, Czechoslovakia rapidly crumbled as an independent state. Areas of its borders were annexed by Poland and Hungary on 20 November, costing Czechoslovakia one third of its population and much of its industry—particularly its armaments industry. President Eduard Benes resigned and his successor, Emil Hácha, was left to preside over a squabbling federation of self-governing provinces.83 On 16 March 1939, Hitler proclaimed the region a German protectorate and absorbed it into his growing Third Reich. Chamberlain took this latest example of Hitler’s cavalier view of the treaties as a personal grievance; he reportedly complained:


Surely, as a joint signatory of the Munich Agreement, I was entitled, if Herr Hitler thought it to be undone, to that consultation which is provided for.84



By now, despite the splits and controversies within the Parliament, the Government, and the country, there was a growing general recognition, belatedly and with much heart-searching, of the need to make preparation for an eventual European conflict. The fiercely-debated defence white paper of 1935 had initiated a slow, cautious, and affordable process of rearmament and reorganisation, but when the Defence Loans Bill (to finance further increases in military expenditure) was brought to Parliament in February 1939, Harold Macmillan recalled:


The House seemed staggered to learn that in five years from the coming of the Nazi regime to 1938, Germany had spent, on the best estimates available, £2,800 million on military expenditure alone. In the year 1937-8, their military expenditure amounted to £1,200 million, as against our £265 million… I could not help also calling attention to the fact that Germany, during this period, had put five million unemployed into work and was now actually short of labour, while we still had nearly two million men standing idle.85



It was not until April, less than six months before the outbreak of war, that the then War Minister Hore-Belisha had been able to convince his Cabinet colleagues and the Conservative Party of the urgent need for conscription in order to enlarge the volunteer Armed Forces. It was an unpopular and controversial proposal, even though it was limited in its scope. The British Public, safe for so long behind the might of the Royal Navy, saw no need for a continental-style standing army, and was not enamoured by the thought of compulsory conscription. Against his peace-seeking wishes, on 27 April Neville Chamberlain was forced to announce the introduction of limited conscription into the Armed Forces, having previously given repeated public pledges not to do so. The justification for this measure was home defence, in particular to increase the rate of expansion of the Anti-Aircraft Command.86


At the end of April, the principal of National Service was at last accepted. Although it only involved an obligation on men of twenty and twenty one years of age to serve for six months training, it was at least a move forward.87



Even so, it was to be another four months before full conscription for all men aged eighteen to forty-one was brought in, when the Emergency Power Defence Bill was passed through Parliament on 24 August 1939, ten days before the outbreak of the Second World War.

The military hierarchy were greatly upset that it had not been consulted before the announcement of the doubling of the Territorial Army, particularly since no planning had been made for such an expansion, and it ignored the fact that the equipment of the existing Territorial force was already totally inadequate.88 The political ambition and reforming zeal of Hore-Belisha did not make him a popular figure in both Government and Military circles at this time. Winston Churchill believed that ‘Hore-Belisha, the Secretary of State for War, deserved credit for forcing the belated awakening of the need for conscription and expansion’.89

By now, Hitler, unchecked in his increasingly aggressive demands, had turned his attention on his eastern neighbour Poland. On 21 March 1939, he demanded that Danzig be restored to Germany and that Germany be allowed to build road and rail links across Polish territory in the Corridor to East Prussia.90 Poland refused his demands. Two days later, on 23 March, Hitler’s threats forced Lithuania, on the Eastern border of East Prussia, to hand back territory that Germany had been forced to pass to Lithuania at the end of the First World War.91

It was now becoming very obvious to Britain and France that Hitler’s Germany could not be appeased over her demands, and, on 31 March 1939, Britain promised Poland immediate military aid should Germany make any move that Poland considered it vital to resist with their national forces, which would decide whether and when Britain went to war with Germany. France already had similar military aid agreements with Poland that, after her stance over a similar treaty with Czechoslovakia, meant that she could hardly renege conflict if France were to retain any credibility over her foreign policy and her relationship with other treaty partners.

In fact, French foreign policy was now disintegrating. The French people and military establishment were understandably haunted by the blood-letting and loss of a generation of their menfolk in Western France less than twenty-five years before and were still fearful of the re-emergence of German ambition, with France the primary target. French military strategy therefore favoured the general concept of keeping any future conflict with Germany away from French soil—‘une guerre ailleurs’, or ‘a war somewhere else’.92 So, from 1933 onwards, in anticipation of German militarism under Adolf Hitler and the early reoccupation of the Rhineland, France adopted a policy of encouraging German ambition away from its western borders towards eastern expansion to annexe territories in Central Europe, where France set up alliances and partnerships with Czechoslovakia, Romania, Yugoslavia, and Poland.

On its own western border with Germany, French strategy was based on both static and mobile elements. It built a supposedly impregnable static Maginot Line defence system from the Swiss to the Belgian border, hoping to dissuade any German attempted invasion via Lorraine, the invasion route of 1914. However, its border with Belgium in the open terrain of north-western France remained essentially unfortified in any static sense. This decision was made on economic and technical grounds, but it was essentially in keeping with the une guerre ailleurs philosophy. Should the Germans threaten to invade France through neutral Belgium then, with or without Belgian co-operation, France would advance into Belgium and resist the advance of the Germans on Belgian soil.93 From France’s point of view, if Poland fell to Germany then expansion westwards into France would be Hitler’s next move.

Germany’s takeover of Czechoslovakia, her annexation of parts of Lithuania, and her demands on Poland were potentially very threatening to Soviet Russia. Over the next few months, Britain and France made tentative attempts to secure some form of accommodation with the Soviet Union to curb Germany’s eastern expansion. They were completely outflanked when, on 23 August 1939 Germany and the Soviet Union signed a ten-year non-aggression pact, with secret clauses to divide Poland between the two countries—thus, Russia hoped, giving it a buffer zone against any further German eastern expansion ambitions. In keeping with this strategy, that same day Soviet Russia annexed the Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania.94 Poland refused to yield to the German demands, and German troops crossed the border into Poland at 4.45 a.m. on 1 September 1939.

In Britain, the Government still dithered, hoping some way could be found for settling the controversy before it became an all-out European war, but the mood of the general public and Parliament was now moving against any further appeasement. Writing of events in the House of Commons on 2 September, Winston Churchill reported that the Parliament met in the evening for a short but very fierce debate, when the Prime Minister’s temporising statement was not well received by Members.95 When a spokesman from the Labour Opposition rose to speak, a Conservative member cried out to him ‘“Speak for England” which was received with loud cheers, seeming to indicate that the House was all for war’.

At 9.00 a.m. on Sunday 3 September 1939, the British Government sent Hitler an ultimatum, giving him two hours to agree to withdraw his troops from Poland. Two hours later, the Prime Minister made an announcement on the radio to the British people:


This morning, the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note, stating that unless the British Government heard from them by 11 o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received and that consequently this country is at war with Germany…96, 97



Following the British lead, France also issued an ultimatum to Germany on 3 September. When that expired unanswered at 5 p.m., France also declared war on Germany.


2

Prelude to the Campaign

Britain, its Empire (which had followed the Mother Country’s lead and declared war on Germany), and its ally France, thus found themselves once more at war with a country that they had fought and defeated only twenty years previously. The Allies had taken on a formidable challenge. Harold Macmillan, then a Conservative backbencher, musing on the declaration of war, the mistakes of appeasement, and the position that the Allies now found themselves in, later wrote:


We were pledged to succour the Poles for whom we could do nothing by sea or by land and for whom we were soon to prove unwilling to do anything by air. We had guaranteed countries, such as Roumania, which we were quite powerless to assist. Russia, a sullen and unfriendly neutral, was still giving material assistance to Germany. With the thirty or more divisions of the Czechoslovak Army cast away, and all their great arsenals and stocks of arms and munitions transferred to Hitler’s stores without a blow, Germany was secure in the east, for the defeat and partition of Poland could only be a matter of weeks. With the French Army ill-equipped, both morally and technically, and the French people torn by dissention, there was little hope of serious attack across the western frontier. How different would have been the situation in 1936, before the remilitarisation of the Rhineland. These were indeed grim conditions in which to launch ourselves into so demanding an adventure.1



Britain was ill-prepared, both militarily and mentally, for the coming conflict. Fortunately for its ill-preparedness, the opening six months did not bring about either the feared air onslaught upon the country or the bitter land fighting in Northern France of the First World War. The interlude gave the Armed Services time to come up to a war footing. It meant that the Army could organise, expand, equip, and train; even if it was fairly basically and somewhat haphazardly.

Private S. Barthorpe, of the 8th Battalion Sherwood Foresters, was a very young Territorial called up at this time:


When war broke out I was already a member of the Territorial Army having joined in April 1937. I was called up about two weeks before war was declared and billeted in a chapel in Barnby Gate, Newark … people living in Newark were allowed home to sleep.… Our drill area was in the forecourt of Newark technical college. We did all our … training at Newark, route marches, rifle drill, bayonet charging, etc. We also had a few minutes in a mobile gas chamber, with and without gas masks … [were] sent to a small town in County Durham by the name of Shildon. We were billeted in various clubs and institutes about the town. The people made us very welcome often coming to our quarters at night bringing jugs of tea and plates of sandwiches … when we were not with the company marching we were with the Bren gun on anti-aircraft duties. These were boring uneventful times.2



The Army at least did have time to settle its Expeditionary Force in Northern France, safely conducted across the Channel by the Royal Navy. As a consequence of fear of German air attacks upon the Channel ports nearest to Britain, the principal movement of troops was made through Cherbourg, with vehicles and stores through Brest, Nantes, and other smaller ports along the northern coast of France.3 Winston Churchill, back as First Lord of the Admiralty, was sufficiently confident of the success of the shipping movement that he felt able to tell to the House of Commons that the transport of the Expeditionary Force to France was proceeding satisfactorily and that not a single man, gun or vehicle had been lost.4, 5 He would probably have been less sanguine had he known of the goings-on, and the peacetime complacency still affecting sections of the War Office and Ministry of Works. General Kennedy, Deputy Director of Military Operations, admitted:


One of my officers came one day to my room at the War Office and said that he felt he should report to me a very awkward thing that had happened. A new timetable for the dispatch of the Expeditionary Force to France had just been prepared in his section, and so he had thrown the old edition into the fire. By a stroke of bad luck it had been wafted up the chimney without being burnt. Although it was now out of date, the old timetable still contained important secret information, and he had therefore asked the Office of Works to send over a chimney sweep to sweep the chimney and recover the document. The Office of Works had informed him that the chimney could not be swept without a requisition on the proper form and twenty four hours [sic.] notice. But they sent a man to close up the top of the chimney for the night with a slate. Next morning the sweep arrived, but having probed the recesses of the chimney he reported that the document was not in it, and that it had probably been carried up by the draught and blown away. We never heard anything more of it, thank goodness.6



The slow pace of Britain’s transformation onto a wartime footing, the failure to rapidly redirect its manufacturing industry towards wartime needs (there were still almost 1,300,000 unemployed in Britain in January 1940) plus the lethargy of the Conservative Government and its failure to take any positive actions against Germany, engendered a growing sense of unease and frustration throughout the country:


… [In] the opening phase our impotence was bound to add to the public sense of frustration and even humiliation. Unable to take any effective action ourselves to rescue Poland, we must look to the French Army as the only available means of diversion, if not of succour. Yet so anxious were the French about their position, that not only were the French authorities unwilling to allow their Army to assault the German positions in the west, but they pleaded with us not to launch any air attacks on Germany, for fear of attracting retaliation.7



The RAF was to have a frustrating start to the war when it was keen to prove the dominance that air power would exert on modern warfare and to demonstrate the prowess of its bomber force. However, instead of targeting cities and land-based industrial targets, for which it had planned and trained—its raison d’être—Bomber Command chose for its first raid the German ships based at Wilhelmshaven. On the first day of the war, a striking force of fifty-four bombers was dispatched, but they returned without finding their target.8 The next day, Bomber Command sent fifteen Blenheim light bombers, led by a naval observer to Wilhelmshaven.9 Ten found their target through thick cloud.10 On schedule, with the cloud base down to 500 feet, the Blenheims, by a combination of good fortune and sound judgement, found themselves over the target area, with the pocket battleship Admiral Scheer ahead. Flight Lieutenant K. C. Doran piloted one of the Blenheims:


We climbed as high as we could, which was about 500 feet and made our attack in a shallow dive. As we approached, we saw the matelots’ washing hanging out around the stern and the crew idly standing about on deck. It seemed as though we had caught them, literally, with their pants down.11



The ships’ anti-aircraft gunners were more alert, and five of the ten Blenheims were shot down.12 The bombers did secure hits on the Admiral Scheer, but the bombs either failed to explode or to penetrate the ship’s armoured deck. One Blenheim crashed onto the forecastle of the training cruiser Emden. Admiral Karl Doenitz, head of the German U-boat arm, witnessed the 4 September attack on Wilhelmshaven docks and ships in the harbour: ‘The pilots delivered their low flying attack with great skill and devotion to duty, but scored no success worth mentioning’.13

Lord Tedder, Marshal of the RAF and later Deputy to General Eisenhower, was scathing in his views, but not surprised at the disaster of the low-level Blenheim attack on Wilhelmshaven.14 Appointed Director General of Research and Development of the RAF in the late summer of 1938, he was appalled at the air force’s lack of a co-ordinated armaments development in the run-up to the war. He complained that changing operational requirements had been accompanied by ad hoc experiments carried out by commands, groups, and even units.15 He instanced the unofficial modification of the arming of bombs and, in particular, the low-level dropping of bombs. He was later to write in his memoirs regarding the ad hoc experimentation that had gone on:


If instances such as these can be put down to misjudged enthusiasm, what is less excusable is the ignorance which in September 1939 briefed a costly bombing attack on ships at Wilhelmshaven to be carried out at low altitude. This was a new operational requirement for which neither had any of the personnel been trained, nor had the appropriate equipment [bombs, fuses or sights] been designed. Some at least of our casualties were due to aircraft being hit by their own bombs.16



A sharp lesson for the RAF on the problems it faced under wartime conditions, over navigation, target identification and the bombing of naval targets. These problems would occur again during the Norwegian Campaign.

At the outbreak of war, the RAF was particularly frustrated by the constraints imposed by the politicians. From Macmillan:


On 6 September, while the most terrible attacks were in progress by the German Luftwaffe upon Polish towns, an official statement was made in the House of Commons that the Germans were only bombing military objectives. This of course was completely out of line with the facts … the situation was made worse by the futility of our reply to the ‘Blitzkrieg’. This took the form of dropping leaflets over Germany. Instead of attacking German airfields and communications which would have taken some of the pressure off the unhappy Poles, all we did was to indulge in what became known as ‘the confetti war’.17



It was not only the RAF which was becoming frustrated with politicians and the direction of the war effort. In his diary entry of 13 September, John Colville, then a young diplomat seconded from the Foreign Office to serve under Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and later to serve as Private Secretary to Prime Minister Winston Churchill, wrote:


[Our] comparative inactivity on the Western Front is causing general uneasiness. Why not bomb military objectives instead of scattering pamphlets is the question everyone is asking about the R.A.F. (Incidentally that body has not begun too well: it has violated Dutch neutrality, bombed a Danish town, and fought some Belgian planes over Belgian territory. Moreover in the air-raid warning on September 5th the only casualty was one of our own planes falling to one of our A.A. guns.)18



The general uneasiness of some politicians, and of the general public, at the direction of this early war period is typified by another example of Government thinking quoted by backbencher Harold Macmillan:


An extraordinary example of the mentality of this period is revealed by the proposal by a conservative Member of Parliament, Leo Amery, to the Secretary of State for Air, Kingsley Wood, that the R.A.F. should attack the Black Forest with incendiary bombs, since this area was an important reserve of timber and was packed with reserves of other stores. The proposal was turned down with some moral indignation. Bombing was to be confined to strictly military objectives and neither forest nor stores could be so described. There should not even be any question of bombing the munition works at Essen, which, after all were private property.19



The country was told that America would be impressed by the British restraint.20 In fact, American opinion was shocked and the American press openly mocked at the ‘Phoney War’ in Europe. Neville Chamberlain himself referred to this period as the ‘Twilight War’, while the doughty warrior Lt-Gen. Sir Carton de Wart, veteran of forty years of campaigning starting with the Boer War and ending with the Norwegian Campaign, scornfully called it ‘The Bore War’.

The Army was also becoming dismayed at the direction that the Air Force’s strategy and tactics were taking. Gen. Ironside, Chief of the Imperial General Staff and professional head of the Army, confided in his diary on 19 September:


The Air Ministry is now working on a programme of big bombers costing £26,000 apiece and God knows how many man-hours to build. They are not able to work with the Army and are used for this long distance bombing against industry. The R.A.F. think that they will win by themselves. I try to tell them that the Germans will use their army with their bombers to destroy the French Army, and if that goes, the whole edifice of our defence goes too.21



He repeated his concerns and the Army’s needs, particularly with regard to the RAF’s lack of interest in supporting the Army in the field, in his diary entry of 13 October:


The work that has been carried out in close co-operation with the Army up to date has been entirely exploratory. No comprehensive training has been carried out whereby the tactics for the employment of this arm with the Army have been evolved. The Army is, therefore, short of one essential arm which it needs to fit it to operate against a modern army.22



His prophesies and concerns were to come only too true in Northern France and the Norwegian Campaign, some six months away. Ironside’s arguments did appear, belatedly, to be gaining some recognition within the RAF, but the attitude of the politicians was still a brake on the execution of the war effort. From Ironside’s 7 November entry:


The Air Force now admit openly that their big bomber force is not suitable for anything but bombing something like the Ruhr. It cannot be used against troops in the field because the machines are too big and the casualties likely to be suffered are too great for the effect produced. This at once limits the usefulness of the force they have made. Also, politically, it is very difficult to get permission to use it, because we do not want to be the first to ‘take the gloves off’. Our Government and the French Government both want incontrovertible evidence that the Germans have used their instruments [aircraft] against civilians.23



Unable politically or operationally to fulfil its planned fighting role, the RAF concentrated for the next six months on training its expanding number of air crew and ground staff, rethinking and refining its tactics, accumulating its aircraft, building its aerodromes, and establishing its home radar network. Its day would come, gloriously, in the summer of 1940, and gallantly, with the bomber offensive of the latter war years.

The German Luftwaffe too had its political problems at the start of the war, and frustration at the curtailment of its activities. According to German accounts, orders to the Luftwaffe stated:


No bombs to be dropped on enemy territory; no enemy civilians to be harmed; no merchant ships to be attacked; no flying over neutral countries. Thus for both air forces the only legitimate targets left were enemy warships on the open sea or in the roadstead. As soon as they were in harbour or moored against a pier, they too must be unmolested.24



Operationally, a Luftwaffe attack against units of the British Fleet in the Firth of Forth in mid-October 1939 was as frustrating to them, as was that of the RAF on the German warships at Wilhelmshaven and Brunsbüttel. On 15 October, German aerial reconnaissance over the North Sea found a British battlecruiser, correctly identified as the Hood, making for the naval base of Rosyth in the Firth of Forth. The next morning an order was received, reportedly from Hitler himself, by the Luftwaffe Chief of Staff, regarding a proposed attack upon the Hood.25 It reportedly ordered: ‘Should the Hood already be in dock when the KG30 reaches the Firth of Forth, no attack is to be made’.26 This order was passed on to Captain Pohle, commanding officer of KG30, a Ju 88 dive bomber formation, and Hitler’s intentions emphasised to Pohle by the Chief of Staff: ‘I make you personally responsible for acquainting every crew member with this order. The Fuhrer won’t have a single civilian killed’.27

Presumably, Polish civilians had been exempted from this directive.

On 17 October, four Ju 88 bombers attacked the British naval base at Scapa Flow, but only found and succeeded in slightly damaging the obsolete battleship Iron Duke, being used as a training ship, losing two aircraft in the process. Otherwise Scapa Flow was empty—the Home Fleet had been forced to decamp to the Clyde and Loch Ewe on the west coast of Scotland, following the sinking of the battleship Royal Oak at its moorings in Scapa Flow three days before, by U-boat U-47. This temporary transfer, until Scapa Flow defences could be improved, also put the Home Fleet out of reach of the Luftwaffe.

The Royal Navy was not immune to political interference, but its interference was as much professional and procedural as political. On the outbreak of war, Winston Churchill had come back as First Lord of the Admiralty, the political head of the Navy and a position that he had previously held at the outbreak of the First World War, twenty-five years earlier. While his appointment was universally welcomed in the Navy, there were soon some misgivings as to his interpretation of his role and the soundness of some of his strategic and technical ideas. Captain S. W. Roskill, the official Royal Navy historian for the Second World War, wrote about why the problems between Churchill and the Admiralty rose:


Churchill’s interpretation of the Orders of Council establishing that the First Lord was solely responsible to the Government and Parliament for all the Admiralty’s business. Some First Lords never found it difficult to reconcile that responsibility with leaving professional matters in the hands of the Sea Lords [of the Admiralty]; but to Churchill such a derogation of his power and his rights was unthinkable, and his stream of proposals, suggestions and criticisms understandably irritated.… As regards naval strategy, as in World War I, Churchill never relaxed his search for a naval offensive.28



Meanwhile, the plight of Poland had all but been forgotten despite their spirited resistance against the German onslaught. Their plight worsened when Soviet troops crossed Poland’s eastern borders on 17 September as part of German-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact, signed in late August by respective foreign ministers Molotov and Ribbentrop. Poland had to capitulate on 29 September 1939 and the country was partitioned between Germany and Russia, as had been agreed in a secret clause in the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, although the Polish naval base at Hel continued to defy the Germans until forced to surrender on 1 October.29 An estimated 10,000 Poles escaped via the Balkans and the Middle East to continue the fight with the Allies against the hated Germans. Polish troops were to fight with the Allies in the Norwegian Campaign, as did the three modern Polish destroyers Burza, Błyskawica, and Grom, as well as the submarines Orzel and Wilk.30 These vessels had escaped to England under Operation Pekin, a secret agreement between the British Admiralty and their Polish counterparts, wherein the best elements of the Polish Navy would try to come to England on the outbreak of war to avoid their capture or destruction by the enemy and continue the fight against Germany.31

Their help was sorely needed by a Royal Navy charged with carrying the fight to the Germans, in the absence of any possible direct action by the Army or the RAF. Not that the Royal Navy was totally unprepared for war. Following the Munich Crisis in the summer of 1938, virtually the whole of the Reserve Fleet had been activated and brought to a state of readiness by mid-summer of 1939. On 15 June 1939, large numbers of reservists, both officers and men, had been recalled to the service. On 24 August, the Emergency Powers Defence Bill had brought the fleet onto a war footing, so that the Royal Navy had in commission, though not necessarily immediately available for service, some twelve battleships, three battlecruisers, six aircraft carriers, fifty-two cruisers, six converted anti-aircraft cruisers, 184 destroyers, and sixty-nine submarines.

On paper, it was a formidable force, but there were nowhere near enough ships to fulfil the worldwide duties and tasks the Royal Navy was required to undertake. Most of the ships, especially the capital ships and about half of the destroyers, were of First World War vintage, or at least twenty years old. Most of the called-up reservists were also of mature age: for them, torn from their settled civilian lives and having grown used to family and home comforts, the prospects of life and conditions on these old ships must have been daunting. Conditions on the older destroyers in particular were basic in the extreme. Captain P. Vian, appointed to the command of a flotilla of eight destroyers brought out of reserve, remembers of the crews:


These, when they arrived, proved to be mainly veterans of the First War; their lives had been disrupted by mobilisation, which had come upon them so quickly that those who had grown moustaches had lacked time to remove them. Few had uniforms which fitted. As veterans, they had clear memories of life in destroyers in Atlantic winters, and here they were, facing another dose of the same medicine, in the very same ships they had left in 1918, still without baths and drying rooms, or, in fact, any amenities whatsoever… In the event, the fortitude with which these Reserve destroyer crews faced their new circumstances was remarkable.32



At least Britain had a balanced fleet to try to meet its obligations, with different ship types intended to fulfil different tasks. The German Navy, on the other hand, was strategically unprepared for war with Britain and France in September 1939. Neither, apparently was Hitler. From the time of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement of June 1935, Hitler had been basing his naval strategy on the ‘Z’ Plan—the creation of a formidable German fleet with the emphasis on battleships and submarines, able to wage war if necessary against Britain’s trade routes and merchant fleets. The Plan envisaged the creation of thirteen fast battleships, thirty-three cruisers, four aircraft carriers, some 250 U-boats, ‘and a swarm of big destroyers’33—all modern ships encompassing the latest designs and technology. Its planned date of completion was to be 1945.34

On 12 April 1939, the day that the 42,900-ton battleship Tirpitz was launched, Hitler used the occasion to threaten to abrogate the Anglo-German Naval Agreement. On 28 April, in a speech to the Reichstag, ‘He announced the unilateral abrogation of the Anglo-German Naval Treaty agreement without saying a word to [Raeder] in advance.’35

Afterwards, Hitler told Raeder, Commander-in-Chief of the German Navy, that he was quite convinced that there would be no war with Britain over his final demand for a frontier revision involving the Polish Corridor problem. On 3 September, Hitler had called Raeder to the Reich Chancellery and informed him that in accordance with their guarantee to Poland, Britain and France had now declared war on Germany.


He was very ill at ease and his false estimate of the situation clearly embarrassed him. ‘I wasn’t able to avoid war with Britain after all’ he said lamely.36



Raeder was apparently not the only senior German to be caught out by Hitler’s miscalculation. Goering, Hitler’s deputy and head of the Luftwaffe, ‘did not expect war: he had even ordered 600 young pheasants for delivery to his estate in October’.37

Due to Hitler’s diplomatic miscalculation over the Allies determination to stand by their commitment to Poland, German naval strategy for its ‘Z’ Plan was in disarray, and their navy entered the war with, in relation to the Allies, a small, incomplete, and unbalanced surface fleet. This had major implications for their naval strategy.

Admiral Doenitz, head of the German submarine fleet, was particularly opposed to the policy of using a surface fleet of commerce raiders to attack Britain’s Merchant Navy, largely because of Germany’s geographical position:


The plan did not give due consideration to our geographic position vis-à-vis Britain. Britain’s vital arteries, which had to be attacked, lay to the west of the British Isles on the high seas of the Atlantic. Germany’s position for the deployment of her naval forces in the Atlantic is just about as unfavourable as it possibly could be. We live, in relation to the British sea lanes, in a sort of blind alley. Diagonally in front of us, blocking the North Sea lies Britain. The southern route of the Atlantic, through the English Channel, is impassable in war. The only other exit from the North Sea is via the narrows between the Shetlands and Norway. On their way to the Atlantic our forces can from the very outset be detected and brought to battle by the enemy. Furthermore, once it has become known to the enemy that German forces have put to sea, they become exposed to continuous and repeated attacks from the air and by enemy light naval forces along the whole of their course from south to north parallel to the British coast.… Then again, in the conduct of any operations of long duration on the high seas our surface ships would operate, inevitably, under a further, very grave handicap. For whereas the enemy had at his disposal ports and dockyards on the west coast of the British Isles … where any damage and loss of fighting power sustained in action could be made good, any crippled ship of our own would be compelled to undertake the long and hazardous journey back through the North Sea, running a gauntlet of constant and sustained attack, before it could reach the safety of German waters…38



Nevertheless, the German High Command, aware that Britain’s ability to fight a prolonged war depended upon her ability to keep open her vital sea lanes, proposed to strategically concentrate their naval offensive against Britain’s Atlantic mercantile shipping that was bringing food and raw materials to the country.

Great Britain was vitally dependent upon her seaborne trade, and stood or fell by her imports, which in 1938 amounted to some 68 million tons.39 Britain had ample coal, and a large proportion of her iron ore needs were met from British ore fields. However, she still needed to import 8 million tons of iron ore, 11 million tons of timber, and 12 million tons of oil, as well as a very large proportion of her foodstuffs. In peacetime, some 21 million tons of shipping were available for Britain’s import/export and coastal trade, but this would be reduced in wartime, due to Government requisitioning of ships to transport troops, equipment, and supplies; and losses as a result of surface commerce raiders and U-boat attacks. The German High Command realised this. Directive No. 1 of the Supreme Command (OKW) of Germany, dated 31 August 1939, on the eventuality of Britain and France commencing hostilities against Germany over the latter’s imminent attack upon Poland, gave the instruction to the German Navy: ‘The Navy will concentrate on commerce destruction, directed especially against England.’40

They intended to do this by attacks from their fast surface raiders and U-boats. The threats posed by both were to persist almost until the end of the war, but the British Admiralty believed in the early months—surprisingly in light of the subsequent success of German U-boats in threatening Britain’s supply lanes—that German surface raiders posed the greater threat. On the eve of the outbreak of war the First Sea Lord Admiral Sir Dudley Pound wrote: ‘Nothing would paralyse our supply system and sea borne trade so successfully as an attack by surface raiders.’41

It was a concern that would lead to a catastrophic British miscalculation at the start of the Norwegian Campaign eight months later. The surface commerce raider, in addition to the damage it can cause by the number of ships that it can sink, poses its threat by simply being there, roaming the high seas at will, able to prey unhindered upon unarmed merchant ships.42 In the days before long-range reconnaissance, satellite surveillance, or present day detection, technology rendered the lone surface raider an anachronism. The spectre of powerful German ships roaming the oceans, picking off lone merchant ships and attacking convoys, was an unending nightmare for the Admiralty. It meant that the Allies withdrew capital ships and heavy units from other duties and deployed them, often very thinly indeed, to protect convoys, or used them on searches to try to find and sink the raiders.

The surface raiders that the Admiralty particularly feared consisted of the two fast battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, each 31,800 tons with nine 11-inch guns and capable of 32 knots; the three pocket battleships Deutschland (renamed Lützow in November 1939), Admiral Graf Spee and Admiral Scheer, all of some 12,100 tons displacement, with six 11-inch guns and a speed of 26 knots; and the Admiral Hipper, one of a class of 13,900-ton heavy cruisers, and armed with eight 8-inch guns and a speed of 32 knots. All were to play a part, directly or indirectly, in the Norwegian Campaign.

The German naval planners did not need to overcome the problem of a breakout into the Atlantic problem with their first commerce raiding venture. Before war was declared, the German planners had sent two pocket battleships into the Atlantic. Their replenishment, a concern raised by Doenitz, was entrusted to two dedicated supply ships.

The Admiral Graf Spee, under the command of Captain Hans Langsdorff had left its base at Wilhelmshaven at 8.00 p.m. on Monday 21 August. Her destination was the vast expanses of the South Atlantic and Indian Ocean. She was to be kept supplied by the Altmark, a 10,000-ton tanker that was to later play a key role in German decision-making for the Norwegian Campaign. Graf Spee was to lead the British and French navies a merry dance in their attempts to find and sink her. At one stage, eight powerful hunting groups were out looking for her, before the weakest of these groups, comprising of the 8-inch cruiser Exeter and the 6-inch cruisers Achilles and Ajax, found and engaged her on 13 December 1939. Although heavily damaged, the Exeter and the other two cruisers forced the damaged Graf Spee to seek refuge in the neutral South American port of Montevideo. Admiral Doenitz’s fears about the likely fate of damaged German ships caught a long way from home were confirmed. Denied access to repair facilities and unwilling to come out and fight a hopeless battle against what her Captain thought were additional heavy British units awaiting him, Captain Langsdorff chose to scuttle his ship before committing suicide. The Graf Spee had sunk nine ships totalling 50,089 tons, an almost insignificant amount when compared with the tonnage sunk by German U-boat ‘wolf packs’ in the Atlantic in one night in one convoy in the later years of the war.

The Graf Spee’s sister ship the Deutschland had sailed on Thursday 24 August for the North Atlantic, followed by her supply ship, the Westerwald. The Deutschland cruised for some two and a half months, but only sank two merchant ships and captured another, the American City of Flint, which was later released.43 The Deutschland returned home in the middle of November, having achieved limited success but having caused the Admiralty much concern and effort in trying to locate her with units of the Home Fleet.

Then, on 21 November, the German High Command despatched from Wilhelmshaven the battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, unescorted, on a probing mission to test out the effectiveness of British surveillance of the North Sea and of the British Northern Patrol in preventing a successful break-out into the North Atlantic to attack the British convoys. Vice-Admiral Wilhelm Marschall, flying his flag in the Gneisenau, had instructions:


[Break] through into the area Iceland–Foeroes [sic.]. From this position to advance towards the suspected enemy patrol lines, to feint a break-through … into the North Atlantic by steering a westerly course, and finally by sheering off to the north and by use of long nights, to make home waters again at high speed.44



The two German ships reached their intended action area without being spotted by any Coastal Command aerial surveillance. At 3.07 p.m. (British time) on 23 November, the Scharnhorst spotted the British armed cruiser Rawalpindi (Captain E. C. Kennedy), a 16,000-ton pre-war liner, launched in 1925, which the Admiralty had requisitioned on the outbreak of war for conversion into an auxiliary cruiser. Hastily fitted with eight deck-mounted single 6-inch guns, left over from the First World War, and a rudimentary gun control system, she had no armour plating or modern ammunition supply system. Rawalpindi was an armed cruiser in name only, and her employment in such a role was a result of yet another example of pre-war folly and neglect, in this case the insistence of the Labour Government of 1930 on accepting a ‘starvation limit’ of fifty cruisers at the London Naval Treaty negotiations, despite advice and pleading of the then First Sea Lord, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Frederick Field.45

The two German ships closed in on the Rawalpindi. At 3.32 p.m., at a range of 21,000 yards, the Scharnhorst signalled the Rawalpindi to ‘Heave to. Do not use radio’.46 Instead of heaving to, the Rawalpindi signalled the Admiralty, increased speed, and headed in a south-easterly direction. Despite her best efforts, the range between the antagonists decreased so rapidly that, by 3.55 p.m., it was down to 9000 yards.

The Scharnhorst opened fire with salvos from her radar-directed 11-inch guns at a range of some 8,000 yards, and the Rawalpindi returned fire with her deck-mounted 6-inch guns, obtaining one hit on the Scharnhorst which failed to penetrate her armoured quarter-deck. In contrast, the concentrated salvoes of 11-inch shells of the German battlecruiser tore through the thin plates of the British ship and set her ablaze. The Gneisenau joined in the bombardment. At 4.30 p.m., there was a loud explosion on board the Rawalpindi and, fifteen minutes later, the German ships began picking up survivors from the sinking ship. She remained afloat until 7.20 p.m., when she finally sank. Captain Kennedy, the father of the late Sir Ludovic Kennedy, and 238 members of the crew perished. There were only thirty-eight survivors, of which twenty-seven were picked up by the German ships.

At 6.14 p.m., even as the action was taking place, the Gneisenau sighted the British cruiser Newcastle, which had been nearest to the Rawalpindi in the chain of the Northern Patrol Line, and which had sailed at full speed to her aid. The Newcastle signalled to the Admiralty the presence and position of the two German ships and, without radar, tried to keep visual track of the retiring German ships. The Home Fleet, temporarily based in the Clyde, raised steam, and the Admiralty deployed all available ships in the North Atlantic to head off and hunt for the surface raiders. Britain was not aware at that time that German cryptographers had broken its naval cipher, and Admiral Marschall, realising that the presence of his ships was now known, abandoned his plans for a feint into the North Atlantic and returned to Wilhelmshaven by a tortuous route, avoiding searching planes and ships, on 27 November.47

Memories of this episode, seen by the Admiralty as a thwarted German attempt to break-out into the North Atlantic trade routes, was to lead the Admiralty and the Commander-in-Chief of Home Fleet, Admiral Sir Charles Forbes, to make a critical misjudgement right at the start of the Norwegian Campaign some four months later.

For its part, Germany’s U-boat arm enjoyed some spectacular successes against ships of the Royal Navy during the first three months of the war, due to either mistaken British tactics or the consequences of more interwar neglect. The Royal Navy decided upon certain offensive measures against the U-boats threatening allied merchant ships. One such measure was the use of FAA planes, flying from aircraft carriers escorted by a screen of destroyers, on anti-submarine sweeps in the Western Approaches of the North Atlantic. It was to prove a costly and largely ineffective measure.48 The Royal Navy had an early escape from its consequences when, on 14 September, the Ark Royal was engaged on such a sweep west of the Hebrides and was unsuccessfully attacked by U-39. Fortunately, a lookout spotted the torpedo tracks and, as the carrier turned away, the torpedoes exploded harmlessly in her wake. The Ark Royal’s escorts made a classic ‘combing down the tracks’ counter attack and sank the U-boat.49

The Ark Royal’s good fortune, and U-39’s misfortune, can almost certainly be attributed to the faulty magnetic pistols fitted to the U-boats torpedoes—a fault which was to continue for many months, and which played a significant part in the complete failure of any U-boat contribution to the forthcoming Norwegian Campaign.50

Despite this lucky escape, the Admiralty persisted with the ‘seek and find’ policy, as indicated by an entry in a destroyer officer’s diary for Friday 15 September:


The Commander-in-Chief, Western Approaches, ordered the A/C HMS Hermes and the destroyers Echo, Wakeful, Vesper, Venitia [sic.] and Vanessa to operate an anti-submarine patrol south of a line 250 degrees from Land’s End. At the same time the A/C HMS Courageous and the destroyers Inglefield, Ivanhoe, Impulsive and Intrepid were ordered to patrol north of the line.51



Two days later, at 8 p.m. on Sunday 17 September, the aircraft carrier Courageous (Captain Makeig-Jones) a 22,500-ton ship with a complement of over 1,200 men and capable of carrying forty-eight aircraft, was torpedoed and sunk by U-29 off the south-west coast of Ireland, with the loss of 518 lives. Like the Ark Royal, she had been engaged on an offensive anti-submarine sweep, and in a similar fashion had been attacked at a vulnerable time as she turned into the wind to receive aircraft back on board. The policy of using Britain’s aircraft carriers to hunt U-boats was quickly abandoned, but not before Winston Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty, was heavily criticised in the House of Commons over the policy. Naval historian Roskill was to later express his opinion:


The Courageous was at the time employed on submarine hunting, with only a small screening force; and it certainly seems surprising that so valuable a ship should have been used in that manner. It is likely that it arose from pressure in high places, and especially from the First Lord, to take the ‘offensive’ against the U-boats, rather than devote our maximum effort to the defensive strategy of convoy and escort.52



The Royal Navy was soon to lose another capital ship to the U-boats. On Saturday 14 October, the U-47, commanded by Kapitänleutnant Günter Prien, penetrated the major British naval base at Scapa Flow and sank the 29,000-ton First World War vintage Revenge-class battleship Royal Oak, with the loss of 833 lives. The sinking confirmed how badly the defences at Scapa Flow had been neglected by the economies of the interwar years and caused the Home Fleet to be moved to a temporary base at Loch Ewe on the western side of Scotland while Scapa Flow’s defences were improved. Even at Loch Ewe, however, they were not safe. The 34,000-ton battleship Nelson was badly holed by a magnetic mine laid by U-31 as she entered Loch Ewe on 4 December 1939, and was out of action for seven months.

While the Royal Navy was fully occupied during the autumn of 1939, the Allied armies and air forces—British and French—continued to be, to a large extent, inactive. Neither the Allies nor Germany seemed to want to lock horns directly on land or in the air. Germany was preoccupied in consolidating its conquest of Poland and securing its eastern borders with, for now, its Russian ally, and the Allies were glad of the respite to continue their build-up. All was to change in 1940.

In the absence of any direct military or air action against Germany, Allied naval strategy at the start of the war was to wage economic warfare against Germany. This was the strategy which had brought hunger and hardship to the German people towards the end of the First World War, and was a major factor in bringing about the collapse of Germany in 1918. It was hoped that the strategy would bring similar success in the present conflict.

By 1939, however, Germany was less dependent upon her imports from overseas than she had been in 1914.53 Her total imports were some 55–60 million tons per annum, of which about half came from neighbouring continental countries, with the other half from sea-borne imports.54 Russia, following the signing of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact of 23 August 1939, was an important continental supplier of grain, other foodstuffs, and animal feed. In 1940, the Russians were to export to Germany some 900,000 tons of crude oil, 500,000 metric tons of manganese ore, and 100,000 tons of chromium ore—all vital strategic war materials.55 In return, Russia was promised long-term technical aid, industrial installations and plant, very little of which had been delivered by the time Hitler invaded the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941.

The one strategic war material where the Allies considered that Germany was vulnerable to shortages was its year-round supply of iron ore, particularly over the regular supply of 11 million tons from Sweden. Germany had lost its access to iron ore from the Lorraine ore fields of France after the First World War and was considered highly dependent upon the Swedish ores. This high-grade ore, containing some 70 per cent iron, was vital when alloyed with the Russian chromium and manganese, for the production of armour plate and munitions.56 Some Swedish ore came from central Sweden via the port of Oxelösund, but the bulk came from deposits at Kiruna and Gällivare in northern Sweden. This rich ore reached Germany via two routes, from the Swedish port of Lulea at the northern end of the Gulf of Bothnia and, from December to April when Lulea was ice-bound, from the railhead at Narvik in Norway. This port, although north of the Arctic Circle, was ice-free in winter by reason of the prevailing Gulf Stream. From Narvik the iron ore was transported safely by sea to Germany through the neutral, sheltered Norwegian territorial waters of the Inner Leads, a 1,200-mile chain of islands running the length of Norway.

Churchill was hungry for action; in the autumn of 1939, he had protested to Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, the First Sea Lord:


[We] are being driven day by day into an absolute defensive by far weaker forces… I could never be responsible for a naval strategy which excluded the offensive principle and relegated us to keeping open lines of communication and maintaining the blockade.57



He was therefore very quickly into schemes to cut off these winter iron-ore supplies. As early in the war as 19 September 1939, the Minutes of the War Cabinet recorded:


The First Lord of the Admiralty drew the attention of the War Cabinet to the large imports of iron ore which Germany imported from Sweden and which were vital for the German munitions industry. In the summer the imports could reach Germany by way of the Gulf of Bothnia. In winter the gulf was closed by ice, and the trade went from Narvik along the whole length of the Norwegian coast, from north to south. The ships protected themselves against interference from the British Navy by keeping within the three mile limit… The First Lord warned the War Cabinet that, if the desired result could not be attained by pressure on the Norwegian Government, he would be compelled to propose the remedy which had been adopted in the last war, namely the laying of mines inside Norwegian territorial waters which had driven the ore-carrying vessels outside the three mile limit.58



On that same day, Churchill also sent a ‘Most Secret’ signal to Admiral Pound, informing him of his warning to the War Cabinet about the perceived Norwegian iron ore problem; inter alia, it instructed:


Pray let me be continuously informed of the progress of this plan, which is of the highest importance in crippling the enemy’s war industry. A further Cabinet decision will be necessary when all is in readiness.59



Churchill’s perception of his iron ore solution was that he had full Cabinet support on the issue. Over the changing circumstances of the next eight months, the Cabinet’s response, particularly that of the Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax, was to become more sceptical.

The problem for the War Cabinet and the Admiralty was that, in Churchill’s desire for a more offensive strategy, the Norwegian iron-ore scheme was only one of the many that Churchill’s fertile mind and restless energy brought forward at the ‘Phoney War’ period of the early months of the war. One such proposal was for the establishment of a mine barrage from northern Scotland to Norway, in order to reinforce the Northern Patrol in their efforts to bottle up all German shipping in the North Sea. Such a move had been successful in the latter stages of the First World War, and the German Navy began the war anxious about the position with regard to Norway, both because of its key role in the supply of vital iron-ore and because of its strategic geographical position.60 German naval staff planners remembered how, in the spring and summer of 1918. The Americans, who had come into the war one year earlier, had lain a vast field of 70,000 mines from the Orkneys to the limit of Norwegian territorial waters. In August of 1918 the British, exerting political pressure on neutral Norway, had persuaded her to complete the barrier by mining her own territorial waters. Because of technological shortcomings in the mines of that era, the barrier had not been completely effective. Nevertheless, the minefield had led to the loss of a number of German ships and U-boats in the last months of the war.61 The then Lieutenant Cunningham-Graham recalled:


[An] enormous minefield was laid right across the North Sea in 1917 and 1918. It was called the Northern Barrage. U.S. minelayers loaded with U.S. mines took part in laying the field… It became obvious that the U.S. mines were fairly ineffective, as continuously a mine would explode just astern of the minelayer after it had been dropped. I have an impression that this happened about one mine in ten or more often.62



On 22 November 1939, ironically the day before the Rawalpindi was sunk, the War Cabinet, urged on by Churchill, decided to lay a mine barrage right across the North Sea, to prevent the egress of submarines and raiders.63

Not all Churchill’s proposals were so sensible or feasible. One such highly imaginative, but hopelessly impractical, scheme was ‘Operation Catherine’; the sending of a naval force into the Baltic, which was to contribute to the confused leadership of the later Norwegian Campaign.64

Churchill’s thoughts on the possible influence of Operation Catherine upon the foreign policies of Norway, Sweden, and Russia were optimistic. Without complete and continuing mastery of the Baltic, it is highly unlikely that Norway and Sweden would abandon their profitable neutrality and iron-ore trading with Germany. Nevertheless, four days after taking office, he asked for a plan to be prepared for forcing a passage into the Baltic. A few days later, on 12 September, not content to leave it to the naval planners, he set out his own ideas in a memorandum, with details of proposed solutions to perceived technical problems and the modification and preparation of the ships taking part.65

In essence, Churchill’s Operation Catherine called for a self-sufficient mixed task force comprising of two, possibly three, First World War vintage R-class battleships, an aircraft carrier, five cruisers, and sixteen destroyers, plus a detachment of submarines and a considerable contingent of ancillary craft, including depot ships and a fleet repair vessel. The force was to be supported by supply ships and ‘turtle-backed tankers’, to protect against air attack, with three months’ supply of fuel oil. The main striking force of battleships would each (hopefully) be rendered immune to air and U-boat attack by cladding the superstructure of each with a ‘turtleshell’ of 2,000 tons of armour plate and extending the anti-torpedo side ‘blisters’. To accommodate this extra top weight, two of each ships’ four twin 15-inch gun-turrets would be removed. A dozen specially converted ‘mine-bumpers’, with heavily reinforced bows, would clear a way through any minefields in the Skagerrak, Kattegat, and the narrow ‘sound’ between Denmark and Sweden into the Baltic. Having established control of the Baltic, the task force would then be able to cut off Germany from her summer supply of iron ore coming via Lulea in Sweden.

The plan was totally unrealistic, given how overstretched Britain’s Navy already was. In Engage the Enemy More Closely, Correlli Barnett’s encyclopaedic account of the Royal Navy in the Second World War, he views Plan Catherine as not belonging to the world of real war, but rather to that of imaginative war fiction.66 The plan took little account of material shortages or supply logistics, such as the difficulty of obtaining the thousands of tons of armour plate needed; this was at a time when the British Steel industry was working at capacity to produce the armour plate required for the mass production of tanks needed by the British Army, as well as the warships for the existing programme of naval construction. It also took little account of how and where the modification of the battleships and special craft could take place at short notice, given that dockyard construction and repair facilities were fully committed to construction programmes and the repair of battle-damaged ships.

Tactically, the plan did not take a realistic view of the threat posed by the Luftwaffe to warships, a threat amply demonstrated six months later in the Norwegian Campaign and at Dunkirk. Neither did it conceive of the possibility that German reaction might well be to simply march into neutral Denmark, as they were to do six months later, and mount heavy coastal guns to command the Skagerrak and Kattegat seas and so bottle-up the British Fleet in the Baltic.

Churchill kept the plan moving forward and, on 21 September, having got the agreement of the First Sea Lord, Admiral Pound, he appointed Lord Cork and Orrery as Admiral of the Fleet. Lord Cork, who had last served at sea in command of the Home Fleet from 1933–1935, was sixty-seven years old and on the retired list, but it would be his responsibility to prepare and lead the operation.

Churchill claimed that his plan had the support of the Admiralty, but he was not certain of the unqualified support of his First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, or the Commander-in-Chief of the Home Fleet, Sir Admiral Charles Forbes. Admiral Pound and his naval planners had perceived problems and expressed strong doubts about the feasibility of Plan Catherine, and Churchill had tried to keep Admiral Forbes out of the picture so far as possible, since the Plan meant taking two, or possibly three, of Forbes’s battleships away from the Home Fleet.67 Pound was torn between loyalty to his political master, Churchill, and his subordinate naval colleague, Forbes, over the dubious plan. In mid-September Pound sent a hand-written private note to Forbes shortly after Churchill’s detailed Plan Catherine memorandum to Pound’s naval planners of 12 September:


[The] First Lord may say something to you about the scheme which is called by a name beginning with the letter ‘C’. For this scheme he has the idea of fitting some of the ‘R’ class with deck protection and extra bulges. I think there is a very good deal to be said for the scheme when the situation is sufficiently cleared for us to be able to put two or three of the ‘R’ class into dockyard hands for something like nine months…until we are quite certain that neither Italy or Japan will join Germany. I feel that it would be quite wrong to reduce the strength of our battle-fleet by that number. Please do not raise this question, but if the First Lord mentions it would be helpful if you took this line. I am just as keen on what is termed the ‘Naval Offensive’ as he is, but I do not feel that we are justified in risking our whole sea supremacy on what must, after all, be something of a gamble.68



Admiral Pound was adopting what Corelli Barnett termed his invariable policy of not directly or openly challenging Churchill’s more extreme ideas and plans, but patiently playing for time with technical, organisational, or logistical caveats, which delayed or modified into a more practical form the Churchillian ideas.69 More often than not, changing circumstances resulted in their eventual abandonment. So it was with Operation Catherine. Sweden rejected any idea of involvement, German surface raiders necessitated the retention of the unmodified R-class battleships for inclusion in convoy escort groups, and shortages of armour plate and shipyard facilities meant that little or no progress was made in the necessary ship conversions. However, the major change of circumstances was the shock involvement of Russia—not, as feared, on Germany’s side, but on an adventure of her own.

On 30 November, Russia attacked Finland, and on 15 January 1940, Churchill wrote to Pound at least postponing, but in practice cancelling, Operation Catherine.

Although no ships or men were committed or lost, a great deal of time and resources were expended which could have been better utilised elsewhere. The disappointed project leader, the fiery Admiral of the Fleet, Lord Cork, was to get another chance of a last command in the Norwegian Campaign four months later. The only casualty was Captain V. H. Danckwerts, Naval Staff Director of Plans at the Admiralty, who was sacked, almost certainly because of his trenchant criticisms of the Plan.70, 71 He was probably the first, but by no means the last, officer in all three services to be hounded out of his post during the war for opposing Churchill’s will.

The invasion by Russia, with German acquiescence, of Finland on 30 November 1939 came as a bombshell to the Allies—although, in retrospect, it was a predictable step for expansionist Russia to take. Russia saw itself as a European as much as an Asiatic power and, virtually land locked in its European ambitions, had always sought security of its limited access to the oceans on its western borders. By the end of October 1939, following the defeat and partition of Poland, Russia had secured negotiated garrisons and air bases for its Red Army and Air Force in the cowed and surrounded Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia.72 It had thereby secured the southern approaches to Leningrad, Russia’s second city and major European port at the head of the Gulf of Finland, and hence access to the Baltic and western oceans. Russia now needed to regain security of the northern approaches to Leningrad, controlled by Finland, which had been part of the Russian Empire until the Russian Revolution of 1917, just over twenty years before.

Accordingly, Russia made threatening approaches to strictly neutral Finland, claiming territorial concessions and garrisoning agreements.73 The Finnish Government agreed to some territorial concessions in order to reassure Russian concerns over the security of the approaches to Leningrad, but refused others. On 13 November 1939, negotiations were terminated, and on 28 November, after claiming that Finland had fired across its border, the Russian Government unilaterally denounced the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact that had been signed by both countries in 1934, and broke off diplomatic relations. Two days later, on 30 November, Russian forces attacked at several points on the long frontier between the two countries and bombed Helsinki.74

The Russian aggression, in furtherance of their blatant territorial ambitions, greatly offended non-aligned countries; particularly the United States, whose president, Roosevelt, proposed international mediation to settle the territorial dispute. In Britain and France, strong support for the Finnish cause quickly developed, partly because of anger over the earlier Molotov-Ribbontrop Pact, and partly in sympathy with the attacked underdog. ‘Aid to Finland’ became a popular theme.75

Nevertheless the ‘Winter War’ went on, but, contrary to military thinking and world opinion, Finland would not be quickly overwhelmed. Russia had assaulted the small Finnish army with an overwhelming military force of twelve divisions, supported by large numbers of aircraft, but Finland stubbornly resisted, and, by the end of December 1939, a stalemate had been reached.

Despite the changing situations, the pushing through of a workable plan of action to stop the flow of iron ore through Norwegian territorial waters to Germany continued to nag Churchill as 1939 drew to a close and, at the turn of the year, Churchill again pushed forward his ideas on the subject.76, 77 On 28 December 1939, Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty and political head of the Navy, asked General Ironside, the CIGS and professional head of the Army, for a military assessment and support for his proposals for dealing with the Norwegian Iron Ore problem by going to Norway and Sweden and offering them protection against a possible attack by Russia.78 There would be no mention of Germany.

Ironside wrote a paper and put it to Churchill, giving, with provisos, his backing and de facto that of the Army. In his diary, however, he was dubious of the scheme’s likely success:


I believe that we have stumbled upon the one great stroke which is open to us to turn the tables upon the Russians and Germans. But we must play our cards very carefully. We must be able to act with surprise or we may be forestalled. For instance, unless we are prepared to go straight to Gallivare [sic.] we may find the electric railway from Narvik out of order for several years at least. Without the railway we cannot go to Gallivare [sic.].

We have no war policy whatever. There is no plan to use the Navy, Army and Air Force together. The War Cabinet arrogates to itself the settling of combined strategy, and yet it produces no plan. It calls for a few straggling reports from the Chiefs of Staff as the situations arise, but it does nothing itself.79 



On 1st January 1940, the British Cabinet decided to act in Scandinavia. John Colville reported upon the Cabinet’s thinking:


The Cabinet, instigated by Winston, are considering a daring offensive scheme in Northern Scandinavia, which they think might bring Germany to her knees but which also, to my mind, is dangerously reminiscent of the Gallipoli plan.80 Briefly, they have decided that if Germany could be denied her Scandinavian supplies of iron-ore she would have to give up the struggle. They contemplate either (a) blockading Narvik, in Northern Norway, by means of destroyers and minefields, or (b) more boldly, landing a force in Northern Norway to take possession of the ore deposits and thus prevent shipments to Germany from the port of Lulea in Sweden. They hope to be able to force Norway and Sweden into the war on our side in order to put the major scheme into operation; if, as seems likely this is not feasible then they might resort to the first and minor scheme, despite Scandinavian opposition. The effects are likely to be (i) a German invasion of Southern Scandinavia, (ii) a violent air attack on this country by way of reprisal. The essential requisite is speed, and if the plan is adopted in either of its forms it will probably be put into execution before the spring.81



On 3 January, Colville’s diary stated:


The Cabinet seem disposed to go ahead with the Scandinavian plan, partly because they believe that the extension of the war would add to Germany’s commitments and be definitely to her disadvantage. We are to prepare expeditions of a thousand men or so to seize Bergen, Trondheim and Stavanger if, when we stop the Narvik traffic, the Germans invade Southern Norway. We cannot prevent them from taking Oslo and Christiansand… The chief dissentient in the Cabinet to the whole scheme is Hore-Belisha who, aptly I think, recalled throughout history small military expeditions, like those contemplated at Bergen, Trondheim and Stavanger, had been useless and led to wider and more expensive undertakings…82



Hore-Belisha’s prophecy was to prove only too true; his reward was to be removed from his post as Minister of War within days, and to leave the Cabinet. He was dismissed on the grounds of ‘personal incompatibility with certain unnamed senior officers’ and was replaced by the amiable, keen-witted but essentially pliable Oliver Stanley.83 The Government also sought to combine, or mask, their proposed intervention in Norway by making it an integral part of an ‘aid to Finland’ initiative. As a start, in a largely symbolic gesture, the Cabinet approved in early January the formation of a body or movement to aid Finland.84 This was to include the recruitment of a small volunteer international force, since it was thought best to keep both the body and their aid voluntary and only semi-official.85 Harold Macmillan accepted the invitation to join the broadly based organising committee:


Before I agreed to serve, I consulted Churchill. He encouraged me, and I gathered from what he said that there might be some greater advantages to Britain than the succouring of the Finns, however desirable and honourable that purpose might be. I did not, of course, know that he was already engaged on his long struggle to allow decisive measures to be taken to prevent, or at least reduce, the shipment of the precious iron-ore [sic.] by German ships through Norway’s territorial waters. Nor did I know that any major effort to help the Finns must involve using Narvik as a base.86



Churchill saw Narvik as key to any Scandinavian adventure, becoming a kind of Allied base to aid the Finns, and at the same time prevent German ships loading ore at the port for safe passage down the Inner Leads to Germany.87

The Norwegian town of Narvik, the focus of Churchill’s obsession with the iron ore problem, is situated at the head of the long Ofotfjord and owed its importance to its proximity to the Swedish ore fields and its freedom from ice in winter. Formerly a small fishing village, its fortunes were transformed in 1902 by the construction of a railway and ore handling facilities for the all-year-round shipping of Swedish ores. The railway runs for twenty-three miles from the port to the Swedish border, and then for a further seventy-seven miles to the iron ore deposits at Kiruna in Sweden. The section of railway on Norwegian territory involves a descent of some 1,700 feet through nineteen tunnels along its length. At the port head were ore crushing plants, railway sidings, a 1,200-foot-long ore-loading quay, and anchorage for thirty ships. By 1939, Narvik was the second largest town in northern Norway and was almost solely concerned with the export of iron ores, with Germany as the main importer.

The Allied proposal was that, with the approval and permission of Norway and Sweden, they would send military aid—troops, equipment, and supplies—to assist the Finns. The aid would have to pass through neutral Norway and Sweden and would require the establishment of an Allied base at Narvik and the de facto occupation of northern Norway. Ostensibly it was to assist Finland resist invasion and prevent Russian interference in Scandinavian affair, and scheduled to take place in mid-March 1940. It was a proposal with a mixed Allied agenda. The British, especially Churchill, saw it as a way of cutting off Germany’s iron ore supplies. The French were looking to it for the establishment of a Scandinavian front—in keeping with their ‘une guerre ailleurs’ philosophy—in order to draw German attention and pressure from their own front with Germany and help assuage political unrest at home. Colville, in his diary entry for 24 January, records that rumours circulating in Government circles were that French morale was deteriorating, and that an increasing section of French public opinion was for peace at any price, with a number of senior French politicians intriguing for the downfall of prime minister Daladier.88 One week later the French Government, claiming evidence of Russo-German collusion over Finland, proposed the sending of a naval expedition supported by Alpine troops to seize Petsamo in the extreme north of Norway close to the Russian frontier with the objective of seizing the Swedish ore fields and provoking Russia into declaring war on the Allies.89 This would allow the opportunity to bomb the Russian oil wells at Baku in the Caucasus from French Syria, denying both Russia and Germany of oil in the Middle East—a classic ‘une guerre ailleurs’ strategy. Neutral Norway and Sweden, fearing the alienation of Russia and Germany, wanted nothing to do with the schemes.

On 5 February 1940, the Allied Supreme War Council met in Paris and decided, in principle, to send two British divisions and 50,000 ‘trained volunteers’ from France—projected to give a force totalling some 100,000 men—to reach Finland by April. The supply of armaments was more problematic.90 The USA had given Finland a loan of $30 million to buy arms, but this money could not be used to buy arms from America because of her neutrality. Some armaments were obtainable from private arms dealers and some, clandestinely, from sympathetic neutrals. However, the main supply of arms was to be from whatever Britain and France could spare.91 It was an optimistic plan according to historian Norman Davies:


In retrospect, one can only describe the delusions of the Western Governments at this juncture as ‘folie de grandeur’. While gearing up for a major campaign against Nazi Germany, they were also reckoning to fight a secondary campaign against the Red Army.… They presumably thought that Poland’s defeat was due to Poland’s third rate army [and] that France was safe behind the Maginot Line, and that the Wehrmacht did not possess the numbers to press an attack through the Low Countries—They were riding for a fall.92



Crucially, the whole plan was dependent upon the approval and co-operation of the Swedish and Norwegian Governments for the passage of troops and arms through their countries and the use of Narvik as a base and transit camp. Understandably, Sweden and Norway were alarmed at the proposals and declined to participate.


A more hare-brained scheme can seldom have been solemnly concerted by the leaders of a country at war. The Swedes and the Norwegians, the fate of Poland vividly before them would have nothing to do with it. A diplomatic wrangle continued through the winter months while British and French military leaders planned hopefully, gradually convincing themselves that, if landings were made the Norwegians would accept a ‘fait accompli’ and would thereafter co-operate.93



To help bring about a change of heart in the Scandinavian countries, the British Government decided to send a two-man diplomatic mission, consisting of Lord Davies, a former PPS to Lloyd George, and supporter of Churchill and Harold Macmillan, to the Scandinavian capitals.94

They left on the morning of 10 February, but did not make an auspicious start to their mission. According to entries in Macmillan’s diary:


We reached Stockholm on the morning of 12 February.… Lord Davies has left his teeth on the train. Great confusion, followed by much diplomatic activity.… Lord Davies has lost his passport…. Lord Davies’s passport has turned up but not his teeth. As a Director of the G.W.R he is appealing to the Swedish Railway to give up his teeth which he left in the sleeper. A search of an intense kind has been made. As the Malmo train connects with the Berlin train, it is thought that the teeth have been stolen by a German agent…. Lord Davies’s teeth have been found.95



The two-man delegation met with senior Finnish minsters, officials, and military on 15 February. This was coincident with a strong Russian build-up in preparation for a renewed offensive. Some thirty Russian divisions, backed up by artillery, tanks, and total air supremacy, threatened to overwhelm the Finnish forces on their southern front. The situation facing Finland was critical, and Lord Davies and Macmillan appealed directly to the War Cabinet for immediate aid, before moving on to talks with Swedish leaders in Stockholm.96

They arrived on 16 February, at a time when the world press was full of reports of the ‘Altmark Affair’, which had taken place in neutral Norwegian waters, when the British destroyer Cossack had boarded the German tanker Altmark, supply ship to the Graf Spee sunk the previous December, and released 299 British merchant seamen prisoners taken from the ships sunk by the Graf Spee. The delegation reported back to London on the impact of the incident in Scandinavia:


In Norway, and indeed in Sweden, it had been received with rather mixed feelings, in which the satisfaction of the peoples was matched by the alarm of the Governments.97



Christian Günther, the Swedish Foreign Minister, set out his own and Government’s view of any Swedish involvement:


[The] primary objective of Swedish policy must be to avoid entanglement in the World War, and all questions must be regarded with that overriding consideration in mind.98



In other words, Sweden did not wish to become entangled in Allied Scandinavian scheming. Furthermore, Christian Günther felt that Britain underrated the help that his country, within the limits of maintaining her neutrality, had already given to Finland.

Sweden would therefore regard any allied expedition to assist Finland via Narvik and then through Sweden as a breach of Swedish neutrality, and would not give its consent. The Foreign Minister was also of the opinion that the British Government had over-estimated the importance of the Swedish iron ore trade via Narvik.99

Back in Britain and France, the giving of military aid to Finland was finding more favour with the public of the two countries, and the dual-purpose policy of relieving Finland and simultaneously cutting off the Swedish iron ore supplies to Germany was also one which both Governments embraced. The French Premier Edouard Daladier was very active in support of the policy and Neville Chamberlain was ‘more than acquiescent’.100 On 24 February, the British Government announced that 20,000–22,000 men would be sent to Finland’s aid before the end of April. On 2 March, Daladier announced that France was ready to send 50,000 French Army volunteers and 100 bombers to arrive by the end of March. There was no mention from either country as to what would happen if Norway and Sweden refused to allow their transit through their respective countries.

If the politicians did not know of the action to be taken in the case of Norwegian or Swedish intransigence, then neither did the planners or the personnel charged with carrying through the proposal. Brig. John Kennedy had been at the War Office working on the plans when he was appointed as Chief of Staff to the envisaged combined Franco-British Expedition to Narvik. It was to be led by Maj.-Gen. P. J. Mackesy with a force initially consisting of two British brigades and a French Chasseurs Alpins brigade, plus supporting units: about 20,000 men in all.101 On 11 March, Brig. Kennedy was called to attend a meeting of the Chiefs of Staff. He found the heads and senior officers of the three services far from fully supportive of the operation:


But the meeting was far from unanimous. As we walked out, Newall [Chief of the Air Staff] said to me, ‘I think the whole thing is hare-brained’. Ismay [Senior Officer of the Joint Staff Committee] agreed with him. So did I. But I was no longer a back-room boy, I was taking part in the operation, and I did not think it seemly to express my doubts.102



In Brig. Kennedy’s view, the weakest point of the plan was its dependence upon Swedish acquiescence.103 There was no road from Narvik into Sweden and the railway was the only way in. The Swedish authorities only had to switch off the electricity supply to bring the railway, and any further advance of movement, to a standstill. There was, in Kennedy’s opinion, a good chance of seizing Narvik and reaching the Swedish border some 25 miles away by a combination of surprise, speed, bluff, and persuasion, but beyond that point the prospects were poor:


I had no idea how the Foreign Office was proposing to deal with Norwegian or Swedish intransigence. Their ideas would have to be incorporated into the Cabinet instructions to Mackesy.104



The Foreign Office was in the throes of uncertainty and indecision. By now, the plan was in some doubt as splits between the French and British positions were starting to undermine the whole project. From Ironside’s diary for 11 March:


Finland again this morning [at the War Cabinet] … Corbin [the French Ambassador] came to see Halifax and said that Daladier [French Prime Minister] would resign if we did not move for Finland.… That people were beginning to doubt whether we were in earnest … [the French] have been promising far more than they can ever carry out, and are doing it very deliberately in order to force the Finns to ask for help. The French, who are not responsible for the military execution of the plan, put forward the most extravagant ideas. They are absolutely unscrupulous in everything.

The Cabinet decided this morning to go with the Narvik plan at all costs and to arrive off the port and make a demand for passage to Finland.… Of course we ran up against the Foreign Office, who wanted to protect themselves by giving notice to everyone, including the Americans, in order ‘to put ourselves right with the world’.105



Mackesy and Kennedy met with Gen. Ironside in his room at the War Office in the afternoon of 12 March. Ironside complained:


You don’t know how unsatisfactory the Cabinet meeting was this morning. I can’t tell you how disappointed I am. They want to cut out the whole thing except possibly Narvik, or at any rate to postpone the southern landings until we see how Narvik goes.106



In that day’s diary, the CIGS went into more detail of the morning’s ‘dreadful’ Cabinet meeting:107


Everyone had a different idea upon how much force we would have to use at Narvik.… A more unmilitary show I have never seen. The Prime Minster began peering at a chart of Narvik and when he had finished he asked me what scale it was on. He asked what effect an 8-inch shell would have on a transport and finished up by saying that he was willing to risk a 4-inch shell, but not an 8-inch shell. He then asked what the weight of the shells were. Chatfield, an Admiral of the Fleet, first said that we should not risk firing at the Norwegians, and then said that he thought we ought not to be bluffed by a mere lieutenant in charge of a shore battery. The Cabinet presented a picture of a bewildered flock of sheep faced by a problem they have consistently refused to consider.… I came away disgusted with them all.108



Ironside, Mackesy, and Kennedy went over the draft instructions for the operation which Kennedy had prepared the day before. Significantly, as an indicator of the general confusion and lack of trust between the British and French allies over the conduct of the forthcoming operation, Ironside had insisted on the insertion of a paragraph in the instructions to the effect that, should anything happen to Mackesy, then Brig. Kennedy would take over command.


He was not prepared to accept a French replacement when the headquarters set-up was British, and he would write to Gamelin [his French opposite number] to that effect. He also asked us to draft a set of instructions for platoon commanders [the lowest officer command, a platoon typically consisting of some thirty to forty men], exhorting then to use bluff and good humoured determination as a substitute for force. If force had to be used, it must be the minimum necessary for the safety of troops. If we could not make our way through Norway and Sweden without fighting, then the whole business would be called off.109



That evening, 12 March, Ironside, Mackesy, and Kennedy attended a meeting in Downing Street with the Prime Minster, Neville Chamberlain; the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax; and the Chiefs of Staff, where the whole plan and proposals for its implementation were gone over.110 Winston Churchill was away inspecting improvements to the defences at Scapa Flow:111


The meeting began with [Admiral] Evans giving an enthusiastic exposé of the whole plan, with all its details. The Prime Minister looked tired and lugubrious enough when he began: but as Evans warmed to his subject, Mr Chamberlain looked more and more horrified. Halifax listened in grave silence.112



Kennedy’s draft instructions were passed, but were hedged with many provisos and based on the same principles as those which applied to military action in aid of the civil power. This ominous phrase, in Kennedy’s view, was popularly interpreted within the army as ‘whatever you do, you’ll be wrong’.113

The instructions to the Force Commander were similarly hedged about with provisos and gave the commander little room for discretion:


It’s not the intention of the Government that the Force should fight its way through either Norway or Sweden. None the less, should you find your way barred by Swedish forces you should demand passage from the Swedish Commander with the utmost energy….114



Lord Halifax said that he was not in favour if we could only get in at the cost of many Norwegian lives, and Mackesy explained that if he could not get through without fighting he would call it off. The meeting came to an end:


The Prime Minister shook hands with us as we filed out of the room, saying ‘Goodbye, and good luck to you—if you go.’115



The next day, as news came through that Finland was about to make peace with Russia, the expedition to Narvik became increasingly unlikely. The Prime Minister was firmly told that a decision had to be made; the ships were loaded, the troops were moving to embark and the Navy was ready for sea. From Brig. Kennedy:


In the end, the thing fizzled out like a guttering candle: first all troop movements were stopped; then we were reduced to 48 hours’ notice; finally the whole project was cancelled. Mackesy and I dined together flatly in an atmosphere of anti-climax at the Carlton Grill.… Next morning we should have been slipping down the Clyde in the Aurora. Instead I was digging my garden. I am not at all sure that I wasn’t better employed.115
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Countdown to Conflict

Finland surrendered to the Russians on 13 March 1940. Despite this, Winston Churchill was not prepared to allow the solution of the Norwegian iron ore problem to be similarly surrendered. He proposed that the Allies should consider occupying Narvik even without the pretext of helping Finland. The CIGS General Ironside was less sure. He felt that, at this stage, the nearest the Allies could go towards the ultimate solution of the iron ore problem would be to keep the assembled Narvik force ‘on ice’ in England:


We should put ourselves diplomatically very much in the wrong were we to violate Norwegian territory. I can see that Winston wishes to ginger people up into doing something. What, he doesn’t quite know.1



After much consideration, Neville Chamberlain, arguing that if the Germans found out about the embryo plan it would give them an excuse to invade Scandinavia to protect their iron ore supplies, ordered the Force’s dispersal, including a Scots Guards battalion specifically trained to use skis, and two divisions which had been held back in England were sent to France.2, 3

Chamberlain’s reasoning that Germany might find out about Allied plans was naïve. Germany had broken British naval codes and already knew of Britain’s general intentions. Allied security was not of the highest. John Colville’s diary entry for 15 February 1940 stated: ‘The French cannot keep a secret; rumours of the Supreme War Council’s decision have already permeated to Stockholm from Paris’.4 Similarly, Ironside’s diary entry for 20 February recorded:


The Swedish Military Attaché here in London told me expressly that the French Military Attaché in Stockholm had told him that an Allied force meant to land in Narvik. You cannot keep anything secret with so many people with a finger in the pie.5



What the Allies appeared to be ignoring, in their laboured deliberations and planning over the preceding weeks, was Germany’s own keen interest in the fortunes and future of Norway. The following was Grand Admiral Raeder’s view of the Norwegian question at this time:


Our careful consideration of the whole question made it crystal clear that our interest would best be served by a maintenance of the status quo. So long as we could depend on Norwegian neutrality all our [iron ore] requirements were satisfied. But if the enemy did not fully respect this neutrality, or perhaps even started to establish bases in Norway, then the situation would be completely reversed and would be transformed into a dangerous threat. The continuation of the existing favourable situation depends on whether, and to what extent, the Allies were prepared to respect the neutrality of a small country whose interests and sympathies were largely on the side of the British.6



Not only were the Germans aware of the vital importance of maintaining the year-round supply of Swedish ore, and of the role of Narvik and the Inner Leads in the maintenance of the winter supply, but they were also fully alive to the strategic importance of Norway’s long coastline and sheltering fjords. As early in the war as 23 October 1939, Grand Admiral Raeder had sent a memo to the German High Command arguing the need for bases in northern Norway, north of the narrow strip of water between the Orkneys and the southern tip of Norway, for their surface raiders and U-boats.7 Admiral Doenitz, then Commander of the Submarine arm of the German Navy, supported his superior’s proposals, pointing out that bases at Narvik and Trondheim would have three strategic advantages for the German Navy: the bases were north of the Shetlands and Orkneys and hence of the British naval base at Scapa Flow; they were ice-free throughout the year; and they had acceptable rail and road communications with southern Norway, for the logistic support of the two bases.8

On 11 December 1939, Grand Admiral Raeder was present at a meeting in Germany with Major Vidkun Quisling, the pro-Nazi former Norwegian War Minister. Quisling claimed that there was a strong pro-British feeling in his country, and expressed his own anxiety about the possibility of Allied landings in Norway.9 Three days later Hitler himself interviewed Quisling, and from then on Germany began to sharpen its own plans for the invasion of Norway. Raeder noted:


On December 14th in my presence Hitler ordered the High Command of the Wehrmacht to make a study of the whole question, and for the military side of the question, ‘Study North’ was drawn up.9



Persuaded by the argument of his senior naval advisers, in January 1940, Hitler ordered his High Command to prepare a plan for invading Norway to seize the strategic towns of Oslo, Kristiansand, Stavanger, Bergen, Trondheim, and Narvik, and so to secure Germany’s iron ore supplies. Copenhagen, in Denmark, was later included in the plans in order to secure Danish airfields. Lt-Gen. Nikolaus von Falkenhorst was selected by Hitler to prepare for and lead the operation. The plan that emerged was a bold, innovative, and revolutionary one, calling for very close coordination of German land, sea, and air forces at a number of widely separated targets, over distances of up to 1,000 miles. It was the first ever real attempt at combined operations.

German concerns over Allied intentions towards Norway, and respect for her neutrality, received a severe jolt on 16 February 1940, in what became known as ‘the Altmark Affair’. The British destroyer Cossack, captained by P. Vian, cornered the German merchantman Altmark in Jøssingfjord, in Norwegian territorial waters, and sent an armed boarding party onto the German ship to release 299 British and Allied merchant seamen en route to prisoner of war camps in Germany. A number of German armed guards were killed in the incident. The Altmark, oiler and supply ship to the ill-fated Graf Spee, had, after taking on board the shipwrecked merchant seamen transferred from the Graf Spee, been quietly making her way home to the safety of a German port, on the last leg of her journey through the neutral Norwegian waters of the Inner Leads.11

The Norwegian Government was naturally aware of her passage through their territorial waters, and of the British view that Altmark was carrying British seamen as prisoners through neutral Norwegian territorial waters, but was in fear of antagonising Germany, creating an incident which would give an excuse for Norway to be invaded. Altmark was stopped by a number of Norwegian warships and patrol boats, who found nothing amiss, but did order the prison ship to leave Norwegian waters.

Below decks, the British prisoners were doing their best to attract attention during these inspections, against a background of loud noise deliberately generated by Altmark’s crew. Second Engineer H. Saville, one of the British seamen recalled: ‘Stopped by Norwegian patrol. We made all the noise we could in the hope of attracting attention, [but] allowed to proceed on our way…’12

The Norwegians were in a difficult position, caught between two warring nations, neither of whom they wished to offend; but they saw to it that somehow word was got to the British Embassy in Oslo. The Naval Attaché there signalled to the Admiralty in London that Altmark was steaming off the Norwegian coast north of Bergen. With this information, the hunt for the Altmark intensified and, on the morning of 16 February, she was spotted and positively identified by RAF Hudson aircraft of Coastal Command, flying from their base at Thornaby on Tees Bay.13

The Altmark’s position was signalled to Capt. Vian, but it was not until mid-afternoon, under darkening skies, that the prison ship was found by the Arethusa.14 The German ship was accompanied by the Norwegian torpedo boats the Kjell and the Skarv. The captain of the Arethusa ordered the Altmark to stop, and the destroyers Intrepid and the Ivanhoe to close on her. Capt. Dau chose to ignore the order and sailed on, heading southwards, with her two Norwegian escorts ranged on either side of her. Then, abreast of Jøssingfjord, the Altmark turned sharply to port, increased speed and passed through the narrow entrance into the diplomatic sanctuary of the fjord. The Kjell and the Skarv followed her in, effectively blocking the entrance. This was the stalemate position when the Cossack arrived, just as darkness fell.

Back in London, there was frantic activity at the Admiralty and the Foreign Office. The First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill was all for boarding the Altmark and rescuing the British seamen thought to be on board, using whatever force was necessary. Though the ship was in neutral Norwegian territorial waters, in his view she had forfeited any entitlement to protection by carrying prisoners of war through neutral waters on her way to Germany. Aware that such action might well have unfavourable repercussions, and sensitive to world opinion—particularly in America and among unaligned neutral countries—he consulted with Lord Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, and secured his agreement as to a course of action. Churchill then took charge and ordered Capt. Vian to enter the fjord, and that, unless the Altmark agreed to be escorted to Bergen, she was to be boarded and any prisoners found liberated. If the Norwegian boats fired upon Cossack, fire should be returned, using no more force than was necessary.15

The Cossack closed on the Kjell, the escorting Norwegian torpedo boat, and Sub-Lieutenant Craven explained his Government’s orders to the Kjell’s captain:


I said we could parley no longer, and must board and search Altmark forthwith, whether we fought them or not. Kjell’s Captain decided that honour was served by submitting to superior force and withdrew. On rounding the bend in the fiord, Altmark at last came into view. She lay bows into shore, encased in ice, her great bulk standing black against the snow-clad mountains.16



Capt. Dau, however, was determined to not tamely submit to being boarded and searched. He ordered his searchlight trained on the Cossack’s bridge, attempting to dazzle the officers and men controlling her. Then he brought the Altmark astern at full speed through the channel in the ice made by the Kjell, and attempted to ram the Cossack, where a boarding party of three officers and thirty men were making ready:


There followed a period of manoeuvring in which disaster … was avoided by the skill of my imperturbable navigator, Maclean, and by the speed with which the main engine manoeuvring valves were operated by their artificers. Lieut Bradwell Turner, the leader of the boarding party, anticipated Cossack’s arrival alongside Altmark with a leap which became famous. P.O. Atkins, who followed him, fell short, and hung by his hands until Turner heaved him on deck. The two quickly made fast a hemp hawser from Cossack’s forecastle, and the rest of the party scrambled across.17



One of those across was Paymaster Sub-Lt Craven, who had leapt from the torpedo davit just moments before it was demolished by contact with Altmark.18 When Lt Turner reached the Altmark’s bridge, he found the engine-room telegraph set to full astern in an attempt to force Cossack ashore. Turner set the telegraph to ‘stop’ but the Altmark’s Third Officer attempted to re-set it. ‘Turner forbore to shoot him.’19

Since it was apparent that the momentum of the Altmark was going to take her aground, and the secured Cossack with her, Vian ordered the Cossack to cast off and move away, covering the Altmark with her guns. The Altmark duly grounded astern. With armed British in charge of the Altmark’s bridge party, it was anticipated that there would be no further violence. However armed German sailors, transferred from the Graf Spee to guard the prisoners opened fire on members of the boarding party, severely wounding Gunner J. J. F. Smith, before fleeing across the ice to commence a sniping action against the boarding party. In the resulting exchange of fire, six German snipers, silhouetted against the snow, were killed, and a further six wounded. Another German guard was drowned, or died from exposure, when he fell into the icy sea while trying to cross the ice, despite efforts to save him.20 There were no further British casualties.

With resistance on the Altmark overcome, the boarding party broke open the hatches to the holds below and Lt Turner shouted down: ‘Any British down there?’21

His shout was greeted with yells of acknowledgement, to which he replied: ‘Come on up then. The Navy’s here.’22

It was a reply that was to echo around the newspapers of the world and enter naval folklore.

By midnight, all 299 liberated prisoners were safely on board the Cossack, who then moved off past the silent Norwegian torpedo boats Kjell and Skarv, and headed out to sea. Cossack landed her rescued seamen next evening in Leith, where they received a tumultuous welcome. Ken Robinson, his action station on the Cossack’s ‘X’ gun, remembered:


There was not too much room to move about on the messdecks but everyone was in high spirits, including the released prisoners who did not seem much the worse for their experience. We headed back to Leith at a fair speed and landed the freed prisoners amid a lot of cheering.23



The British Government made the most of the propaganda value. The treatment of the British seamen while held prisoner in the holds of the Altmark had been basic and their living conditions very unpleasant, but there had been no systematic ill-treatment. In Britain, the episode aroused a great surge of national pride and Capt. Vian and his crew were treated as heroes by the public and the press. With an eye to world opinion and the importance of positive propaganda on their respective home-fronts, both sides subsequently gave their own version and interpretation of events, and rebuttals of those of their opponent, to the world.

The British Government, conveniently forgetting its own violation of Norwegian neutrality, sent a communication to the Norwegian Government complaining of the perfunctory manner in which the search of the Altmark had been conducted and claiming that the Norwegian Government had failed in its obligations as a neutral.

The Germans, for their part, claimed that the Norwegians had overtly favoured the British over their interpretation of their neutrality obligations. Norway, caught in the middle of this international dispute, finished up pleasing neither side. With regard to the British complaint concerning the perfunctory nature of the searches of the Altmark, it later became apparent that the Norwegian searchers may have to some extent been duped by German assurances and tactics during the visits of their naval officers to the Altmark. While the evacuation of the prisoners was taking place, Paymaster Sub-Lt Craven was questioning Capt. Dau on the Bridge of the Altmark:


The Captain … told him that on every occasion the ship had been visited [‘besuchen’], not searched [‘untersuchen’]. Each time the winches had been worked to make a clatter and hoses had been played into the holds to drown out the efforts of the prisoners to make their presence known.24



For its part, the German propaganda machine put out some startling claims to be picked up and reported by the world’s press and radio. One claim was that Cossack had come alongside and boarded Altmark, firing wildly, and that six German sailors had been shot down like cattle and that the British had been using ‘dum-dum’ bullets—that is, bullets with the nose sawn off or flattened, prohibited by the then-internationally-accepted Geneva Convention.25 Throughout, it was claimed, the British boarders had acted like modern-day pirates, stealing everything they could lay their hands on. Even Winston Churchill became involved over the charges of looting. On 25 March 1940, he sent a reproving personal note to Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, First Sea Lord, and to Admiral Tom Philips, Deputy Chief of the Naval Staff:


I see charges of looting preferred against our men in the German Press. I should not think it necessary to mention this but for the fact that it has come to my notice that the Captain of the Altmark’s watch, chronometer and Iron Cross were stolen, and are now in the hands of some sailors as souvenirs. Anything of this kind must be stopped with the utmost strictness. No souvenir of any value can be preserved without being reported and permission obtained. Personal property of enemy’s [sic.] may be confiscated by the state, but never by individuals.26



In contrast to the euphoria generated by the success of the boarding of the Altmark and the release of the 299 British seamen prisoners, the incident only served to raise alarm bells in the German High Command over the future of its iron ore supplies via Norway. Grand Admiral Raeder wrote:


This incident put the whole problem in a new light, for now it was quite clear that the Norwegian Government was not in a position to defend Norwegian neutrality. In fact the circumstances clearly suggested that there was no great desire to do so—at least on the part of some Norwegian authorities. Further, the action of the Cossack showed that the British were quite prepared to commit a clear breach of Norwegian neutrality when it suited their purpose. It was now more than probable, indeed almost certain that they would not hesitate to occupy bases on Norwegian territory by force if they thought that they could gain any important—and perhaps decisive—advantage from doing so. The implications of the Norwegian problem and the danger it represented for us had not been generally recognised by Germany up till now; from now on the question of a preventative military occupation of Norway bulked larger in our considerations. On February 21st, 1940, only five days after the boarding of the Altmark, Gen. von Falkenhorst was instructed to prepare a plan of operations against Norway, based on the operational plan drafted by the special staff. Gen. Falkenhorst’s plan was given the codename Exercise Weser [Weserübung].27



Hitler formally approved the plan of Exercise Weser on 1 March 1940, but no irrevocable decision was taken and no date set: the launching of the operation was left contingent on the development of the general Scandinavian situation, although logistical preparatory steps had been put in hand.28 Indeed, from late February onwards, there were signs that Germany was preparing for action in Scandinavia. There was a constant movement of troops towards the North German ports, both reported by the Swedish Press and observed by the RAF, who reported long columns of lorries moving towards those parts with their lights full on. The RAF sought permission to bomb these targets, but the Prime Minster refused, saying that he would not be responsible for dropping the first bomb of the war on a land target:29


[Two days after approving Exercise Weser on 3 March, as] a result of alarming reports, Hitler had ordered the speeding up of the preparations for operation Exercise Weser. Violations of Norwegian neutrality by British Forces were again on the increase, and from de-coded Allied wireless signals it was clear that Allied action was being prepared, obviously in connection with landing in Norway.30



The Germans considered that it was essential that they forestall any such Allied invasion of Norway:


All that remained to us therefore was to get in ahead of the British. For this the German Navy would have to operate in force and, in defiance of all the rules of naval warfare, at a considerable distance from its home bases, and we should certainly have to reckon with heavy losses.… But we were in a difficult situation, and we had to get to Norway ahead of the Allies, even though it was farther, and therefore more dangerous, for us than for them.… In view of the great distance from Germany to Norway the Luftwaffe insisted that it must have the use of airfields in Jutland for its operations, and with this Denmark was involved [in Exercise Weser]. An important point for us in considering the most suitable time for the carrying out of the whole operation was that our ships, and in particular the destroyers which were to carry General Dietl’s mountain troops to Narvik, needed long dark nights for the voyage if they were not to be spotted prematurely. I therefore proposed to Hitler that we should take the next new-moon period, and suggested April 7th as the best date.31



For the Allies, in sharp contrast to the German decisiveness and the unquestioned decision-making exercised by Hitler, the question of stopping the Norwegian iron ore traffic rumbled on. There were political repercussions in France at the failure of the ‘une guerre ailleurs’ Scandinavian/Finnish Aid initiative, which brought about the fall of the French Government and the resignation of the Premier, Edouard Daladier, on 20 March. The new French Government, with Paul Reynaud as its Prime Minister, came to power with a much more aggressive stance towards the conduct of the war, and a renewed call for military intervention in Scandinavia in order to reduce the build-up of German activity on its border with France. Colville’s diary entry for 26 March, reflecting on this new French vigour towards the conduct of the war in the Scandinavian theatre, comments that ‘this of course suits the book of Winston Churchill whose policy is one of “action for action’s sake.”’32

At this stage, the British and French decided to re-examine the problem of stopping the passage of Swedish iron ore through the Inner Leads, and to deal with it by means of a two-step process. Firstly, the shipping lanes of the Inner Leads would be mined at key places by an operation given the code name ‘Wilfred’. Norway and Sweden were to be told that their neutrality was favouring Germany and that, as a consequence, the Allies had been forced to take this action. Simultaneously, a second mining operation, this time of the River Rhine, with large numbers of floating mines, would be carried out with the object of disrupting the heavy waterborne traffic on this major German waterway. The operation was given the code name ‘Royal Marine’.

The Supreme War Council envisaged that these operations would provoke German retaliation, and possibly their invasion of Norway to protect their interests. Then, an Allied invasion of Norway would be justified (‘Plan R4’) to occupy Narvik, Bergen, Trondheim, and Stavanger, by means of a joint naval and military operation. The Allies hoped that this occupation, if not exactly welcomed, would at least be fairly passively received by the Norwegian people.

On 28 March, Ironside recorded:


[The Supreme War Council decided] that we must treat the neutrals more strongly. That they could not maintain their neutrality by doing what Germany ordered out of fear. This was to apply to the Swedes and Norwegians with special reference to the iron-ore. A programme ran that we should send them an admonition and then wait a few days. It runs as follows:

April 1 Admonition to Scandinavia

April 4 Mines in the Rhine

April 5 Mines in Norwegian waters to stop the iron-ore traffic to Narvik

April 15 Air magnetic mines in all rivers and waterways of Germany.33



The British Cabinet confirmed the decisions of the Allied Supreme War Council:


[In doing so] … they took note, as the officials put it, that a German reaction to these measures might offer the Allies an opportunity of landing troops in Norway with the acquiescence of the Norwegian Government. But it was not proposed to land in Norway unless and until the Germans made some move which would convert Scandinavia into a theatre of war.34



Unknown to the Allies, all their dithering and doubting, their scheming and subterfuges, the trailing of their coat to provoke a reaction, was to be unnecessary. The Germans had plans of their own to execute. On 2 April, Hitler ordered that Exercise Weser, the invasion of Denmark and Norway, should commence at 5.15 a.m. on 9 April.35

Moreover, the Allied plans, preparations, and timetables were fatally compromised when the French Government got cold feet. From the diary of John Colville for 1 April:


The French are making difficulties about the ‘Royal Marine’ operation and wish to postpone it, possibly because Daladier, who is now Minster for War, does not want Reynaud to get the credit, or possibly because the French fear instant retaliation which they are not in a position to withstand.36



Three days later, from Colville’s diary entry of Thursday 4 April:


The chief central interest [in Cabinet] is the attempt to make the French revoke their refusal to let the Royal Marine operation take effect. The Prime Minister has written personally to Daladier and Winston is going over to Paris to do a little personal persuasion. We are trying to blackmail the French by maintaining that we may not undertake the Norwegian territorial waters project unless we combine it with the other.37



Winston Churchill went to Paris, and his own memoirs reveal his disappointment and impatience with both the French attitude and the conduct of the war in general.38 His arguments could not move them and he was told by M. Daladier, with an air of exceptional formality, that ‘the President of the Republic himself had intervened, and decided that no aggressive action must be taken which might draw reprisals upon France.’ Churchill felt that it was a case of ‘don’t be unkind to the enemy; you will only make him angry.’39

Back in Britain, Colville’s diary entry of 5 April records the result of Churchill’s efforts to persuade the French to agree to the two-pronged initiative:


Winston went over to Paris to try to convert Daladier to the Royal Marine operation and then telephoned in the middle of the Cabinet to say that he had been converted by Daladier! This much amused the Prime Minister, who said it was like the story of the pious parrot which was bought to teach good language to the parrot which swore, but ended up learning itself to swear. So now we shall proceed to lay a minefield in Norwegian waters but shall postpone the Royal Marine operation until the French have had time to remove their vulnerable aeroplane factories, etc., from places where they would be in danger from German retaliation.40



The die was finally cast, and the Germans and Allies were on a head-on collision course:


It is one of the major coincidences of the war that the Allies were planning a mine-laying operation in Norwegian territorial waters just at the moment the Germans were completing their plans for invasion.41




PART II

Start of the Two Month Campaign


4

German Invasion and Allied Response

Neither the Germans nor the Allies had time on their side in early 1940, as the Norwegian winter turned to spring. Any invasion of Norway had to take particular account of the geography and climate of the country. Although it has a land area greater than that of the British Isles, Norway is very mountainous, with over half of the country lying at a height of over 2,000 feet. The long, thin country, running roughly north-south, is intersected by hundreds of deep, steep-sided fjords, many of which, particularly in the north of the country, remain ice-free in winter due to the favourable influence of the Gulf Stream. The Vestfjord, with Narvik at its head, is such an ice-free waterway.1

Norway is covered by deep snow in winter which, together with frequent blizzards and the then comparatively poor rail and road communications, made inland movement very difficult. If either side delayed, the melting snows of the spring thaw would only compound the difficulties. Both Allied and German planners were therefore forced to contemplate a sea-borne intervention against key locations of the country before the thaw set in.

The Allied plan, sketchy in detail, was largely dependent for its outcome upon German reaction to ‘Wilfred’, the mine-laying operation before ‘Plan R4’ could be enacted. ‘Wilfred’ called for a force of four minelaying destroyers, Esk, Icarus, Impulsive, and Ivanhoe, to lay a minefield across the southern side of Vestfjord, which led into Narvik, between the Lofoten Islands and the Norwegian mainland. They were to be escorted by four destroyers of the 2nd Flotilla, Hardy, Havock, Hotspur, and Hunter, who, when the minelaying operation was completed, were to patrol the area to warn off neutral shipping. To cover the minelaying, and another simulated minelaying operation further south, Vice-Admiral W. J. Whitworth had the battlecruiser Renown and a destroyer screen of the destroyers Hero, Hyperion, Glowworm, and Greyhound. Hero and Hyperion were to simulate the laying of a further deterrent minefield in a position off Bud, while yet another minelaying force, consisting of the minelayer Teviot Bank and the destroyers Inglefield, Ilex, Imogen, and Isis, were to actually lay mines off Stadlandet.

If, as envisaged, the Germans reacted to the minelaying operation and invaded southern Norway, then the Allies would have the excuse to execute ‘Plan R4’, which would follow on almost immediately, and land troops to occupy Narvik and thus cut off the German ore supplies. A battalion of the 24th Guards Brigade would set sail from Rosyth, cross the North Sea, and seize the port of Narvik. The rest of the Brigade would follow to occupy the town and the ore-carrying railway up as far as the Swedish border. They would be supported later by French and Polish troops. Should the Norwegians welcome the Allied intervention, then further units, mainly Territorial troops retained from the originally planned Scandinavian expeditionary force and largely disbanded following the end of the Russo–Finnish conflict, would occupy the key coastal towns of Trondheim, Bergen, and Stavanger. With the Germans thus forestalled, so the Allies thought, further forces could then be dispatched as necessary to supplement the 18,000 troops allocated for the initial operation.

Crucially, due to the long distances involved from their British bases and the unsuitability of their planes for close support of the military operation, the RAF was not expected to undertake any significant part in the operations.


No air forces need to accompany the … army forces in the first instance. We may, however, have to dispatch the air contingent, which was included in the original Narvik plan if the opportunity to move to Gallivare [sic.] should subsequently arise. A decision on this can be deferred.2



Troops would be embarked on the cruisers Devonshire, Berwick, York, and Glasgow. Their missions were to occupy Narvik and hold the twenty-three miles of ore-carrying railway line that ran to the Swedish border; occupy Bergan and Trondheim; and seize and hold Stavenger. Four battalions would be split between Bergen and Stavanger, while a single battalion, intended for Trondheim, was to travel in an escorted transport ship. A larger- scale operation was planned for the Narvik part of the operation. There, the initial landing was to be carried out by a battalion of troops, sailing in transports escorted by two cruisers. These were to be followed by an oiler, the rest of the British troops, plus some French and Polish units: in all, a force of some 18,000 men.

A striking force of two cruisers and three destroyers was to be held in readiness at Rosyth to deal with any seaborne expedition which the Germans themselves might send against Norway. Naval cover against any German interference by their capital ships with the various R4 expeditionary forces was to be provided by the battleships Rodney and Valiant and the battlecruisers Renown and Repulse. No aircraft carrier was available at that time to supplement the naval forces, but some twenty submarines, including three French and one Polish boats, were moved to the waters of the Skagerrak and Kattegat.3 Overall, it was to prove an inadequate, ill-planned, poorly equipped, and uncoordinated Allied operation.

In contrast, the German plan, now Operation ‘Weserübung’, due to commence at dawn on 9 April, was original in many of its concepts, called for daring application and relied upon detailed organisation and inter-service collaboration. Ambitiously, it staked virtually the whole of Germany’s naval strength on a five-pronged simultaneous seaborne assault, along a one-thousand-mile front of the major towns and ports of Norway.

The make-up, in summary, of their five naval task forces was to be:


GROUP ONE, to Narvik, was to be composed of ten destroyers, each carrying 200 troops. They were to be escorted by the battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. Once the destroyers were safely in Narvik fjord, the two battlecruisers were to form part of a diversionary plan to draw off any Allied heavy units that were opposing the landings.

GROUP TWO, to Trondheim, was to consist of the heavy cruiser Hipper and four destroyers, carrying some 1,700 troops between them. After landing the troops, Hipper was to join up with Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, under the command of Admiral Gunther Lütjens, for the joint diversionary excursion northwards.

GROUP THREE, to Bergen, would consist of the light cruisers Köln and Königsberg, the older training cruiser Bremse, and a convoy of miscellaneous merchant ships, carrying some 1,900 troops between them.

GROUP FOUR, to Kristiansund and Arendal, was to be made up of the light cruiser Karlsruhe, three small escort vessels, and some torpedo boats.

GROUP FIVE, to Oslo, the capital of Norway, would consist of the heavy cruiser Blücher, the pocket battleship Lützow, the light cruiser Emden, and transports carrying some 2,000 troops.



Overall, the Germans planned to strike with an armada of some 370 ships of all types—battlecruisers, cruisers, destroyers, minesweepers, U-boats, and merchantmen.4 Over a period of twelve days, they would transport between them some 107,000 troops, 20,000 vehicles, 109,000 tons of supplies, and 20,000 horses, as well as tanks, armoured cars, and lorries. The Germans also planned to use troop-carrying planes to bring in, over the first three days, 8,000 paratroops to secure Norwegian airfields. Simultaneously with the attack upon Norway would be a lightning strike upon a virtually-defenceless Denmark, Germany’s northern neighbour, strategically-positioned between Germany and Norway, intended to secure its airfields and thus safeguard German supply lines to Norway.5

The German planning was meticulous. In addition to the seaborne forces, they had in place some specialist troops and technicians, hidden on board supposedly merchant ships—‘Trojan horses’—at Narvik, Trondheim, and Stavanger. Essential supplies for Narvik were to be carried in freighters: motor transport and military stores in Alster; army weaponry and ammunition in Rauenfels; oil in the tanker Kattegat; and further fuel and naval stores for the destroyers and U-boats in the Jan Willem. The first three were to sail to Narvik from Germany; Jan Willem was placed at Murmansk in Russia, so that her journey to Narvik would be less conspicuous. Theodor Broch, a Norwegian civilian, who visited the British merchant ship SS Romanby, also in Narvik, on the morning of 8 April, as the representative of Lloyds of London, recalled:


As I left I observed the huge Nazi whaling ship, Jan Willem, riding at anchor at some distance. An oversized swastika flew at the foremast…. It had arrived from the north and had exceptionally large food stores for being southward bound.6



In early April, the Allied War Cabinet finally grasped the nettle and decided to proceed with the mine-laying which, originally planned for 5 April, was now re-scheduled to take place on 8 April, following the French objections to the inclusion of the mining of the Rhine in the original plans. The three-day delay was to prove decisive, forcing the Allies on to the back foot from the outset.

On the evening of 5 April and the morning of the 6th, the British mine-laying force—the battlecruiser Renown, minelayer Teviot Bank, and sixteen escort or mine-laying destroyers sailed from Scapa Flow. Harry Lemmon, a member of the crew of one of Scapa’s boom-defence vessels, remembers the departure of the force, and particularly the light-hearted spirit on the escort destroyers of the 2nd Flotilla:


Being on a ‘gate’ boat, I saw many ships leave never to get back, and the most outstanding memory of all was to see Captain Warburton-Lee lead his flotilla of destroyers out one day. He was standing alone on the top bridge, legs astride, and waving his cap to all as they left the boom. On the ship’s hailer was played an old gramophone record of ‘A-hunting we will go’. Truly a wonderful sight of a great man, marred a few days later on hearing he had died on the beach in Norway and had been awarded the V.C.7



By now the tide was already starting to flow against the Allied ambitions and plans. The fixation on their own plans, and on what they assumed would be the German reaction to their provocative mine-laying, totally ignored the possibility of the Germans making the first, much stronger and more positive, first strike—one that would forestall, paralyse, and throw into complete disarray Operation ‘Wilfred’ and ‘Plan R4’. The evidence of the immediacy and extent of the German intentions was there, but this, and the accumulating further evidence, was either dismissed, disbelieved as German bluff and propaganda, or conveniently ignored or disregarded because it did not conveniently fit with the Allies’ own perceptions and plans.

The concerns of those who tried to alert the Admiralty to the dangers were brushed aside. Thus, Assistant Director of Operations Captain Ralph Edwards, commenting upon the strong rumours and reliable intelligence about Germany’s intentions of invading Norway, wrote in his diary for 4 April:




A story has been produced that Hitler is to attack Narvik and the coast of Norway on 8 April. In the opinion of the intelligence and of the High Command the German military chiefs would never allow such ‘a mad expedition to sail’. I pointed out that if there were any truth in the story Operation ‘Wilfred’ would clash with the German Move. It was suggested therefore that the operation should be postponed for twenty four hours. First Sea Lord [Pound] and First Lord [Churchill] however would not agree.8



The diary entry for 6 April:


Further indications from Denmark and from D.N.I. that very considerable movements are taking place in North German Baltic Ports.9



There was another strong indication of German intentions the next day from Captain Henry Denham, the British Naval Attaché in Copenhagen.10 On 7 April 1940, he got wind of increased German minesweeping activity in the sea passage between Kiel and the route to Norway, went down to the coast to investigate, and was sitting on the beach with a pair of binoculars when the German cruiser Blücher and other ships passed. Denham signalled the Admiralty that the Germans were probably about to move against Norway. However, his warning, like other intelligence warnings, was ignored. When the Germans landed in Norway, forty-eight hours later, the Home Fleet was caught out of position.11

While the Allies planned their initiatives, the Germans pressed on with their invasion. As early as 3 April, they began dispatching twenty-six supply ships to their intended Norwegian destinations. Four tankers, or oilers, went ahead with fuel for the warships carrying the invasion force. Troops began to be embarked on 6 April. Assembly point for the invasion ships was a lightship at the mouth of the River Weser at 2.00 a.m. on 7 April. At 5.10 a.m., the heavy cruiser Admiral Hipper and fourteen destroyers set off for Trondheim and Narvik, escorted by the battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. That evening the cruisers Blücher, Lützow, and Emden, accompanied by eight minesweepers and five smaller warships, sailed, with troops aboard, for Oslo. Around midnight, the cruisers Köln and Königsberg, accompanied by store-ships and eight torpedo boats, left Wilhelmshaven for Bergen; and early on 8 April the final sailing took place, when the light cruiser Karlsruhe, an auxiliary vessel, and ten torpedo boats left for Kristiansand, and four minesweepers departed from Egersund.12

The sailing timetables had been painstakingly worked out by the German planners so that all elements of the force would be in position to strike simultaneously at their Norwegian targets at 4.15 a.m. on 9 April 1940. Ahead of this naval force, Admiral Doenitz had positioned twenty-eight U-boats as a protective screen, while long-range Luftwaffe reconnaissance planes searched the North Sea for any likely Royal Navy interference.

Despite the German pains to maintain secrecy, the nature of their intentions inevitably eventually came to light. On 6 April, RAF reconnaissance planes photographed a strong German naval force, including Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, at anchor in the Wilhelmshaven Roads.13 By evening it had sailed, and one of the force, the cruiser Hipper, was reported during the night by RAF Bomber Command aircraft, proceeding in a northerly direction some twenty miles north of Heligoland. The following morning, Hudson aircraft of Coastal Command found the ship and her attendant destroyers, but were driven off by heavy anti-aircraft fire. This was German Group 2 force heading for Trondheim.

At 1.25 p.m., twelve Bomber Command Blenheims unsuccessfully attacked a force, composed of a battleship, a pocket battleship, two or three cruisers and a large destroyer escort. Although inaccurate in the identification of the class of the heavier ships, the airmen had found the now combined German Groups 1 and 2.14 The planes, each armed with four 250-lb armour-piercing bombs, were led by Wing Commander Basil Embry, later Air Chief Marshal Sir Basil Embry. The Blenheims failed to secure any bomb hits, and also found themselves unable to communicate the sighting and ship information back to base. Wing Commander Embry, describes his frustrating efforts to pass on this vital information:


I now prepared a report for transmission to base by W/T, giving my estimate of the composition of the force, its position, steering, speed, and a statement that we had attacked it but with unobserved results. Lang reported that he could make no contact with base. I called up Saunders, who was flying on my right, on the R/T, and passed on my message, asking that his W/T operator should transmit it immediately, as it was of the utmost importance that our sighting should be in the hands of the Air Ministry and Admiralty as soon as possible, After some minutes he reported that he too had been unsuccessful in passing on the message; and the other operators in the formation also tried with no result. It was not until we landed over two hours after our attack on the fleet that the authorities were made aware of what had happened.15



It later transpired that, twice every day at certain regular times, Bomber Command used to routinely transmit a tuning transmission, and all W/T air-gunners used to tune their sets on it. On this particular Sunday morning, the routine tuning transmissions had not been sent out, and the air-gunners had to tune in their sets by using a calibration card, which was not as accurate as an actual transmission broadcast. As a result, all aircraft W/T sets were slightly off wavelength, and their transmissions were not received by the Bomber Command ground stations. However, it was revealed later that an airman on duty at Drem, in Scotland, had ‘picked up [their] message but, not realising its importance or that it had not been received at the right source, took no action about it’.16

Yet an entry for 7 April from one of the diaries of Captain R. Edwards reveals that the Admiralty were told that ‘the report had been delayed for four hours since the bomber had been instructed not to break radio silence.’17

Late in the afternoon, two squadrons of Wellington bombers set out to attack the German force, but were unable to locate them due to bad visibility. Then, later on 7 April, an intelligence report from the United States Embassy in Copenhagen was received, which read:


Recent reports suggest a German expedition is being prepared. Hitler is reported from Copenhagen to have ordered unostentatious movement of one division of ten ships by night to land at Narvik, with simultaneous occupation of Jutland [Denmark]. Sweden to be left alone. Moderates said to be opposing the plan. Date given for arrival at Narvik was 8 April.18



The Admiralty forwarded the contents of the telegram to Admiral Sir Charles Forbes, the C-in-C Home Fleet at 2.20 p.m., but with an additional paragraph: ‘All these reports are of doubtful value and may well be only a further move in the war of nerves’.19

Despite the reservations in London, Admiral Forbes decided to bring the Home Fleet to a state of one-hour readiness for sea. He was later to observe that in the light of subsequent events ‘it was unfortunate that the last paragraph was included’.20

Having brought the Home Fleet into a state of readiness, Admiral Forbes took it to sea from its bases at Scapa Flow and Rosyth at 8.15 p.m. on 7 April.

Forbes had a formidable force: the battleships Rodney and Valiant, battlecruiser Repulse, cruisers Sheffield, Penelope, the French cruiser Émile Bertin, and the ten destroyers Codrington, Griffin, Jupiter, Electra, Escapade, Brazen, Bedouin, Punjabi, Eskimo, and Kimberley set sail for the north east.21


Fleet went to sea. Set course for 61N 1E at high speed. Émile Bertin lost contact soon after leaving and turned back to Scapa.22



One hour later, the cruisers Galatea and Arethusa, along with the eleven destroyers Afridi, Gurkha, Sikh, Mohawk, Zulu, Cossack, Kashmir, Kelvin, and the Polish destroyers ORP Grom, Błyskawica and Burza, all under Vice-Admiral Sir Edward Collins, left Rosyth to take up position some eighty miles off Stavanger at 5.00 p.m. on 8 April, and commenced to sweep northwards.

Vice-Admiral Edward Collins and his ships would be too late. The delay in reporting the identification of a strong German naval force progressing well into the North Sea, almost certainly headed by Scharnhorst and Gneisenau and accompanied by a heavy cruiser and many destroyers, threw the Admiralty into shock and something approaching panic. It was a Sunday; the First Sea Lord Admiral Pound was away on a weekend fishing trip, and Rear Admiral Tom Phillips, Deputy Chief of Naval Staff (DCNS), was in charge. Capt. R Edwards was acting as Director of Operations (Home). Edwards kept diaries of the event at this time, a ‘rough’ diary and a later, more considered, one. Between them, the two diaries give an insight into the state of decision-making at the Admiralty on that day:


The Fleet steered north whereas in my opinion it should have gone east. I suspect that the C-in-C [Admiral Sir Charles Forbes] has appreciated that this enemy move is a break-out into the Atlantic, whereas I believe Norway is the objective.23



Capt. Edwards goes on to detail the interactions and arguments at the Admiralty during the late evening of 7 April:


At a meeting in the Board Room in the evening at which were present all the senior members of the Naval Staff, I tried to get across the theory that this [German] movement was all part of an attack upon Norway and not a break-out into the Atlantic. I remember Winston remarking ‘I believe the boy is right’ and for a short while plans for dispositions to meet the possible Norwegian attack were in process of preparation. The First Sea Lord was away down at Broadlands fishing for salmon and arrived back rather late in the evening. He sent for me and went for me like a pick pocket for—as he put it—trying to lead the Naval Staff away from the main objective which was the defence of the Atlantic convoy routes. He would not listen to my arguments that all the evidence tended to suggest that Norway was to be the victim. I am pretty certain too that Sir Charles at Scapa was just as obsessed in the ‘breakout into the Atlantic’ theory as the First Sea Lord. Maybe his mind had been so guided by Sir Dudley.24



It is also possible that Winston Churchill, Sir Dudley Pound and Sir Charles Forbes were all influenced by memories of the loss of the Rawalpindi to the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau when the two German battlecruisers had tested the effectiveness of the Northern Patrol and found it wanting, only some four months earlier, in late November 1939. Despite all the argument and uncertainty, the Admiralty was united in the belief that this was solely a break-out into the Atlantic problem for the Royal Navy.

With the German force now well out into the North Sea from its bases in north Germany and heading northwards, and the Home Fleet also heading in a northern direction to try to intercept it, Plan R4 had to go by the board, in order to release enough destroyers to meet the Fleet and satisfy other requirements.25 The decision was also hastily taken to land the troops on the four cruisers—Devonshire, Berwick, York, and Glasgow—at Rosyth, and send the cruisers to further strengthen the Fleet. There is some uncertainty as to who actually ordered this disembarkation. Capt. Edwards wrote that Admiral Pound gave the order.26 Churchill, in his memoirs of the war, confines himself to reporting that the four cruisers were ordered to join the Fleet immediately after putting the embarked troops ashore, without their kit and equipment if necessary.27

Capt. S. W. Roskill, the official Naval Historian, wrote to Sir Ian Jacob, in a letter dated 29 November 1976, to try to settle the question:


I know that the actual order to disembark the troops from the cruisers at Rosyth in April 1940 was telephoned by Pound. Of course he may quite well have done it with Churchill’s consent or at his instigation, but the Admiral there [at Rosyth?] confirmed to me where the order came from.28



In his reply of 1 December 1976, General Jacob, who had been Military Assistant Secretary to the War Cabinet from 1939 to 1945, wrote:


I am interested in what you say about the order to disembark the troops. You may be right, though it is always difficult to disentangle Winston and Pound when the former was the First Lord. I have the clearest possible memory of the Cabinet Meeting [morning of 8 April] at which Chamberlain asked Churchill whether the cruisers had sailed, or could sail to put the troops ashore [in Norway, as envisaged in Plan R4, following the German proactive actions] and Churchill replying that the troops had been disembarked so that the cruisers could join the Fleet. He looked decidedly sheepish. The PM said ‘Oh’ and there was a distinct silence. None of this means that W.S.C. gave the order. It does mean that he acquiesced in it and did not insist on a reference to the Chiefs of Staff or Cabinet before it was done. Of course, as Chairman of the Military Co-ordinating Committee he could have got rapid agreement, but probably thought there was no time for talk.29



It appears then, that, whoever actually gave the order to disembark the troops—effectively scuppering a rapid military response to any German invasion of Norwegian territory—both the First Lord and First Sea Lord were agreed upon it. Perhaps the uncertainty over the originator of the order can be explained by the conditions and circumstances under which it was made. From a diary entry of Captain Edwards for the evening of 7 April:


The consultations from 8pm onwards when the First Sea Lord returned were pathetic. The old man had been fishing all day and was dead beat. D.C.N.S. was tired and the First Lord well dined. The result was they all failed to come to any useful decision.… We should almost certainly have talked to Commander-in-Chief on his peculiar movements and if necessary countermanded his dispositions…. I tried to interest them in Norway but they were only interested in the [German] battle cruiser problem.30



Back at Rosyth, Private S. Barthorpe of the Sherwood Foresters was one of the troops unceremoniously dumped on the quayside. He described the circumstances:


[We] entrained for an unknown destination which turned out to be Rosyth dockyard. We were kept hanging around the quayside for a considerable time, then we were put aboard H.M.S. Glasgow. The Leicesters who were with us were put aboard H.M.S. Devonshire. After a short stay on board it was decided that we would do a little embarking and disembarking. We were put on tugs and taken out through the boom nets to H.M.S. Orion [sic.]. The sea was quite rough and we had to circle her a few times before getting alongside. The Orion was a cruise liner of 30,000 tons with two swimming pools on the upper deck. This is how we found her, in all her finery, she was most impressive. After we had sorted ourselves out in our respective cabins we went down into the huge dining hall for tea. During the meal we heard the engines starting up and thought this is it we are on our way. After tea we went up on deck and were surprised to find that we were anchoring beside the Forth Bridge. The next day was taken up loading stores, then when it looked as if we were going somewhere we were told to disembark. We were marched to Dunfermline where we slept under canvas for five days. From now on we were under strict security and allowed one letter home which had to be censored.31



Private Barthorpe and his Sherwood Foresters were luckier than some of the troops in other formations. The 1/5th Battalion of the Royal Leicestershire Regiment was given one hour to leave the cruiser Devonshire; its supplies, carefully loaded to be instantly available for use on arrival in Norway, were dumped in a heap on the quayside. The 1/4th Battalion of the Royal Lincolnshire Regiment was ashore undertaking physical exercise when the order came through; their kit and some of their equipment were unceremoniously dumped ashore by the crew of the Berwick, which promptly sailed, leaving the men of the Lincolnshires standing on the quayside in shorts and P.T. kit. Men of the Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry could only watch as the York sailed, with all their signal equipment and both their mortars still on board.32

The four hastily-deployed cruisers were already too late to influence events. At about the time that the Home Fleet had left its bases at Scapa Flow and Rosyth, Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, Hipper, and the fourteen German destroyers with their embarked troops, some 2,800 in total, were 200 miles to the east, off Stavanger, and heading for Narvik and Trondheim.

The German task force for Narvik and Trondheim was striving desperately to keep to the imposed timetable, but the heavy seas, sweeping in from astern, were causing the destroyers to yaw badly, making it difficult for the ships to hold course. Many of the soldiers being carried below decks were by now suffering badly from sea-sickness. Engine room failures were also occurring in some destroyers; the Eckoldt had an early temporary engine failure, while the Thiele had its port-side water cooling pump fail. The engine room crew, working in appalling weather conditions, managed to dismantle and repair it as Thiele struggled to keep up with the rest of the destroyers, using only her starboard boilers.33

Overnight, the gale worsened, and by next morning the fourteen German destroyers were scattered and out of position. It was the gale that brought about the first meeting and clash of the opposing forces. The British destroyers, out in the same area at the same time, were also suffering the effects of the weather, albeit to a lesser extent than their German counterparts. With better sea-keeping characteristics, and untrammelled by having up to 200 troops on-board each ship, the British destroyers ploughed on with their appointed mine-laying and escort duties. Then Glowworm, one of the destroyers screening Renown, lost a man overboard, and turned back in the forlorn hope of finding him. She failed to do so, but, on the morning of 8 April, found instead destroyers of the invading German force.

At 8.30 a.m. on 8 April, Admiral Whitworth on Renown received a signal from Glowworm, reporting and giving the position of two enemy destroyers, some 140 miles distant from Renown. Further signals from Glowworm saying that she was engaging a superior force prompted the Commander-in-Chief Home Fleet, Admiral Sir Charles Forbes, some 300 miles to the south west with his capital ships, to detach the battlecruiser Repulse, the cruiser Penelope, and four destroyers to go to Glowworm’s assistance. It was too late, and she was too far away; the last signal from the destroyer was timed at 8.55 a.m.

The two enemy destroyers reported by Glowworm and Lt-Cdr G.B. Roope had lost contact in the bad weather and heavy seas with their heavier consorts Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, and Admiral Hipper. The first destroyer to come into contact with Glowworm was Hans Lüdemann. Glowworm fired off recognition signals followed by two salvos of 4.7-inch shells as Hans Lüdemann, under orders to avoid conflict and encumbered with her sea-sick troops, made off to the north-west at high speed. Shortly afterwards Glowworm sighted Bernd von Arnim on her starboard bow, approached the German destroyer on a reciprocal course, turned and came in to attack from astern. She was manoeuvring and weathering the heavy seas better than her top-heavy, yawing opponent. A running gunfight ensued, with the Captain of Bernd von Arnim attempting to escape rather than fight, encumbered as she was, like the Hans Lüdemann, with 200 by now very sick soldiers. When his getaway speed reached 30 knots, the bows of the ship were driving under the waves, the forecastle was buried in the heavy seas, and two men were swept overboard. Her captain reduced speed and, at 9.10 a.m., signalled his predicament to Vice-Admiral Günther Lütjens, in command of the German naval force, who, at 9.20, ordered the heavy cruiser Admiral Hipper to detach from his force and deal with the British destroyer. At 9.57 a.m., the heavy cruiser found and opened fire on Glowworm, hitting her amidships with the first salvo of her 8-inch guns. The British destroyer fired a return salvo of two or three torpedoes, which Admiral Hipper avoided. After the war, the only surviving Glowworm officer, Sub-Lt Ramsey, described the events:


Because of the heavy seas Glowworm could not shadow the enemy and the commanding officer therefore decided to attack with torpedoes and then close to inflict as much damage as possible. Five torpedoes were fired and later the remaining five but without success.34



Considerably damaged, Glowworm made smoke in an attempt to avoid further damage. Admiral Hipper, unable to answer her helm because of the heavy seas, passed through the smokescreen and found herself in the path of Glowworm. Both ships turned towards each other, with the intention of ramming. It was to be an ill-matched joust: Glowworm, 1,345 tons and armed with four 4.7-inch guns, against the 13,900 tons of Admiral Hipper, ten times her size and armed with eight 8-inch guns. Racing in, Glowworm struck the heavy cruiser abaft of her starboard anchor at 10.13 a.m. The effect of the impact was to fatally damage Glowworm, forcing her down in the water, with her own bows crushed from the impact. Scraping along Hipper’s armoured side, Glowworm, now in her death throes, nevertheless tore open the German cruiser’s outer armour plating for a length of 130 feet, and ripped away her starboard torpedo tubes. Admiral Hipper immediately took on over 500 tons of water through the gash in her side. Glowworm broke clear, and at 10.24 she capsized, blew up, and sank. Despite her damage, the heavy seas, and the urgent need to keep to the rigid invasion timetable, the German ship chivalrously stopped and desperately tried for over an hour to rescue Glowworm’s survivors from the sea—their common enemy.

CPO J. Townsley, rescued and taken prisoner, later recalled events:


The Commander and I had strapped our lifebelts on and were sitting on the keel together. Commander Roope said to me ‘I don’t suppose we shall ever play cricket together again Townsley’. We were flung into the sea. I came up but I never saw the Commander again.35



Thirty-eight of her complement of some 145 men were saved, including just one officer. In 1945, Vice-Admiral Helmuth Heye, Captain of Hipper at the time of her battle with Glowworm, paid this tribute to his former opponent, Lt-Cdr G.B. Roope:


In spite of heavy seas and fuel oil he managed to reach Hipper’s side and seize a rope but he was so exhausted from helping in the rescue of several of his men that he had not the strength to hang on. He let go and was drowned before he could be pulled on board. In my opinion the bearing of the commander and crew of the Glowworm was excellent.36



In 1945, five years after the event, when details of Glowworm’s gallant action and fate became known, Lieutenant-Commander G. B. Roope was awarded a posthumous Victoria Cross.

The damage to Admiral Hipper, although severe, did not prevent her from regrouping with her four destroyers and proceeding to invade Trondheim, while the remaining ten German destroyers strove to catch up with Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, their covering force for the remainder of their journey to Narvik. The weather conditions continued to deteriorate, and all the destroyers were in difficulties. Because of the heavy seas and the long distance covered, all the heavily-laden destroyers had by now consumed much of their fuel oil and, as a consequence, were riding higher in the water, yawing and pitching as their sea-going properties worsened. Heavy seas constantly broke over their decks, smashing the ships’ boats and washing military equipment and stores overboard. Below, the ‘land lubber’ soldiers were in a bad state, sea-sick and lacking adequate ventilation, sleep, and comfort in their cramped and wet accommodation. Finally, at 9.00 p.m. on 8 April, the ten German destroyers were ordered in to Vestfjord, with Narvik, their destination, at its head.37

Elsewhere, during the morning of 8 April, the Polish submarine ORP Orzel, on patrol after a spectacular escape to Britain following the collapse of her country, intercepted a ship flying no flag but showing the name of Rio de Janiero, registered by Deutscher Lloyd as a 9,800-ton passenger vessel out of Hamburg.38 Orzel shadowed the vessel while trying to confirm her identity. At 11.03 a.m., Orzel, surfaced and ordered Rio de Janeiro to stop, and her captain to come aboard Orzel with the ship’s papers and manifest. The ship stopped, but no boat was launched. At 11.12, Orzel fired a warning burst of machine-gun fire ahead of the ship. A boat was lowered and simulated rowing took place, but no progress was made by the boat. The ship was obviously playing for time, presumably in the hope of Luftwaffe assistance. At 11.20, the captain of Orzel gave the suspect vessel fifteen minutes to abandon ship. After a further warning, Rio de Janiero was torpedoed and sunk. Among the floating debris of the sunken ship, the crew of Orzel observed numerous floating bodies in German army uniforms.39 Following the sinking, a Norwegian destroyer and local fishing boats rescued hundreds of German soldiers in uniform, who stated that they were on their way to Bergen, to protect it against the Allies.40 The sunken ship was only one of the armada of German vessels in the process of sailing into Norwegian ports, to occupy them without any declaration of war. This information, although vital to the C-in-C Home Fleet, was not passed to him by the Admiralty until 10.55 p.m. on 8 April.

The Polish submarine had acted ruthlessly, but strictly within internationally-accepted rules, in dealing with what turned out to be a German military transport. The British submarine commanders were more circumspect, and uncertain as to the action they should take in the unprecedented circumstances in which they found themselves in April 1940—but they had not had their country overrun by Germans. Lieutenant A. Hezlet, then serving on the submarine Trident, wrote:


When the invasion of Norway took place we were off Oslo.… We had very poor information in those days and the Admiralty didn’t believe Norway was going to be invaded.… The Germans sent about a dozen troopships ahead pretending to be merchant ships … going up through Swedish and Norwegian territorial waters. We saw these ships going north but couldn’t make them out. We knew they weren’t neutral.… I had quite an argument with my captain who said there was absolutely nothing we could do. He said ‘If we started sinking these things and they proved to be neutral it would be really bad news’. But I felt there was something very wrong.… Then a tanker [the German-requisitioned Posidonia, which would have acted as oiler for Kristiansand and U-boats] came out of the three mile limit and cut a corner across a bay, just where we were. I was on watch and got hold of the captain. He said he was very uncertain of what we should do and he hadn’t been given any instructions. Eventually I got him to agree to stop this ship. He popped up with the gun and ordered it to stop. Not only did it stop but it scuttled, and he then didn’t make a signal to Admiralty which was very unwise. That was the very beginning of the invasion but we then went home because we’d been out for the normal patrol period.41



While the submariners may have been uncertain of the status of ostensibly neutral or merchant ships and of whether or not to attack them, they had no such qualms when it came to German warships. Lieutenant-Commander P. K. Kemp, of the submarine Truant, recalled:


On the evening of the first day of the invasion [of Norway] while the Truant was on patrol in the northern Skagerak [sic.], the German cruiser Karlsruhe, escorted by three destroyers was sighted by her off Kristiansand. It was a very awkward attack for the Karlsruhe altered course just before the Truant’s sights came on.42



Truant fired a snap shot at 4,500 yards and three of her torpedoes found their mark, sending the cruiser to the bottom stern first. Following the sinking, Truant was hunted and depth-charged by the escorting destroyers for four and a half hours, but survived.

Through neutral country intelligence reports, the loss of Rio de Janeiro and Karlsruhe, and confirmatory Allied air reconnaissance, the Germans had now largely lost the element of surprise, but they nevertheless continued with their plans to occupy Norway. The Norwegian Government and people were in a state of complete shock and bewilderment. Carl Hambro, President of the Norwegian Parliament (approximating to the Speaker of the British House of Commons), wrote shortly after the events of 8 April:


Norway was no neighbouring country of Germany. Norway had always been on the most excellent terms with Germany. There was no German minority in Norway; Norway had not gained anything by the Versailles Treaty; there was no problem obscuring what is called in diplomatic language the traditional relationship between two nations.… In the case of Poland, and later in the case of Holland and Belgium, notes had been exchanged, ultimata had been presented. In the case of Norway the Germans, under the mask of friendship, tried to extinguish the nation in one dark night, silently, murderously, without any declaration of war, without any warning given.43



The 8th had been an anxious and tiring day for the Foreign Affairs Committee of the Norwegian Parliament, chaired by Carl Hambro.44 They had been occupied with considering the consequences of the British announcement that they were to lay mines in Norwegian territorial waters, then came the news that the German transport Rio de Janeiro had been torpedoed by an Allied submarine, with the surviving Germans telling their Norwegian rescuers that they were bound for Bergen to help the Norwegians defend their country against the British and French. Not only that, but Vidkun Quisling had returned from Germany the day before, declared himself ‘Chief of State’, and set about appointing a pro-German Government, notwithstanding that in the 1937 elections, three years before, Quisling’s party had secured only 0.15 per cent of the votes in the county districts and 0.06 per cent in the towns.45

At about 4.00 a.m. the next day, 9 April, the German Minister to Norway presented Germany’s proposition—in essence, an ultimatum. In truth, it was a similar take-it-or-leave-it ultimatum which the Allies had themselves been considering giving Norway only weeks earlier in the year, when Britain and France were planning to occupy parts of Norway, ostensibly to allow aid to pass through the country to Finland in their fight against the Russian invasion, but really to block off the German ore supplies. Germany had not landed as an enemy and the German High Command was interested only in protecting Norway against Allied invasion. The German Government expected that the Norwegian Government and people would understand and accept the German actions, taken in Norway’s best interests, and that any resistance would lead to unnecessary bloodshed. The German ultimatum demanded the surrender or take-over of Norway’s armed forces, the take-over and control of all public services, and world-wide control of Norway’s extensive merchant fleet. An immediate answer to the ultimatum was required, since in any case German forces would begin occupying the country from 4.30 a.m. onwards.

There was no time for the Norwegian Government to give due consideration of the ultimatum; invading troops would soon begin landing, whatever the Norwegian Government decided. The Norwegian Government declined to accept the demands and decided to resist invasion as best it could, given the uncertainty of the situation across their country as a whole, and the ambiguity of the allegiance of some pro-German factions in political, military, and naval circles.

Although the Norwegian Government was forced to vacate Oslo, the German takeover of the capital was not accomplished without stout resistance and examples of great Norwegian gallantry. As the German ships entered the mouth of the Oslo fjord, the small armed whaler Pol III, armed with one small gun and commanded by naval reservist Lt Wielding-Olsen, challenged the Lützow, Blücher, Emden, and their escorts.

The small whaler was quickly set on fire by the German guns; but, sinking and with Lt Wielding-Olsen mortally wounded, she succeeded in ramming the torpedo boat Albatros. The Force Five group of ships continued up the fjord, until they reached the narrows guarded by the forts of Rauer and Bolaene. After firing warning shots across the bows, the German ships were allowed to proceed up the fjord until they reached the naval base of Horten. Here, the commander of the base led out his three small warships: the 2,000-ton minelayer Olav Tryggvason, and the two smaller minesweepers Oltra and Ramma. They came upon the German ships, transferring troops to small ships for landing ashore, and opened fire, sinking the German minesweeper R.17 and further damaging the Albatros, forcing it ashore as a total loss. The other German ships then drove off the three Norwegian ships, badly damaging the Ramma and killing her captain and some crew, before landing and capturing the forts of Rauer and Bolaene and the naval base of Horten.

The Force Five ships then continued up the fjord towards the capital, Oslo, before reaching the formidable obstacle of the Drøbak Narrows. On the western side of the Narrows, at Drøbak, the Norwegians had a battery of fifty-year-old 8-inch guns. On the eastern side at Oscarborg fortress, they had a battery of 11-inch guns, plus some torpedo tubes set in the rocks.

Admiral Kummetz, in command of Force Five, decided to force the Narrows. His heavy cruiser Blücher, sister-ship of Hipper, led the way. At point-blank range, the Norwegian 8-inch and 11-inch guns fired into Blücher. The first salvo wrecked the aircraft hangar and started a major fire on her deck, and another salvo smashed her steering gear. Then two torpedoes were fired into the ship, causing a magazine to blow up. The crew and troops on board were forced to abandon ship and over a thousand lives were lost.46 Lützow received three hits, and her foremost turret was put out of action. The ships of Force Five were forced to pull back and land their remaining troops and equipment below the Narrows, some fifteen miles short of Oslo, at Sonsbukten. In two hours, Force Five had lost Blücher, Lützow was damaged, three torpedo boats were sunk and another, Albatros, beached and a virtual wreck. They had also lost many men.

The bid to take Oslo by surprise attack from the sea had failed. It was left to the Luftwaffe to take the capital by use of airborne troops. This was the first occasion that the use of paratroop forces had been attempted. Five hundred aircraft were deployed in the Campaign, mostly triple-engined Junker 52 transports, plus some four-engined Junker 90s and Focke-Wulf Fw 200 planes, all under the command of Lt-Col Freiherr. Four airfields had been identified for occupation and use by follow up troop reinforcements in Denmark and Norway: Aalborg-East and Aalborg-West in northern Denmark, to provide staging posts for the operations in Norway; Oslo–Fornebu as a base for the occupation of Oslo, and Stavanger–Sola, on the southern coast of Norway, as a defensive airbase against attacks by the British Home Fleet against the returning German warships and merchantmen.47

Timing was both precise and inflexible. At Oslo-Fornebu, the paratroops were to be dropped at precisely 7.35 a.m., after which the landed paratroops had just twenty minutes to secure the airfield for the incoming planes carrying a battalion of troops to occupy Oslo itself.

The twenty-nine Ju 52s carrying the paratroops to secure Oslo airfield all took off on time, but then the weather intervened. Over the Skagerrak, Oslo, and Stavanger, there was fog from sea level to 2,000 feet, with layers of cloud above, and over Oslofjord visibility was down to zero for the incoming planes. Two aircraft lost all contact. Lt Drewes, piloting the leading aircraft, decided that a successful paratroop drop was impossible and radioed: ‘Turning back owing to bad weather conditions. Am proceeding to Aalborg.’48

The meticulous plans of the Germans were threatened with disaster. The seaborne assault on Oslo had failed to progress beyond the Drøbak Narrows, had lost hundreds of men, and was held up some fifteen miles from Oslo. There was some doubt whether the supplies and reinforcing troops carried by the ships would reach Oslo in time to help the airborne troops. It was vital, therefore, that Fornebu airfield should be taken and secured for at least the airborne troops to land and attempt to take Oslo. In spite of orders from Goering himself—that, in the event of the vanguard of paratroop shock troops being unable to land and secure the airfield, the aircraft carrying the support infantry should turn back—their commander Lt-Col. Frecherr von Gablenz decided to force a landing. 49

Despite heavy ground fire and interceptions by British-built Gloster Gladiator fighters of the Norwegian Airforce, the Ju 52 troop carriers started landing and disgorged their troops, who overcame the few Norwegian defenders:


[By mid-morning] Oslo-Fornebu was held by a motley handful of men from Infantry Regiment 324, a few paratroops, and the crews of the aircraft which had brought them. Led by one or two resolute officers … this little band disarmed and secured the airfield.50



About three hours later, further Ju 52 aircraft brought in, unopposed, the bulk of the paratroops and airborne infantry. By early evening, Oslo, and effectively Norway, was under German control.

The Norwegians could do little to prevent the takeover. Norway had no standing army; instead every able-bodied man was required to undergo twelve weeks of military training, followed by four weeks of further training for each of the next three years. This ‘civil’ army completely lacked tanks and anti-tank guns, and had few anti-aircraft guns. Following receipt of the German ultimatum a general mobilisation had been ordered, but before it could be enacted most of the designated mobilisation centres in southern Norway were under German control.

Oluf Olsen, who was to join the Norwegian resistance, described the confusion gripping Norway at that time:


The greater part of the population of Norway was still paralysed with amazement at what was happening outside their own door. I too did not at all understand the seriousness of what was taking place … with a good friend of mine, Kaare Moe from Bestum, I tried to get a clearer idea of what we ought to do and where we could report for duty. We asked an Officer Cadet in the Army whom we met on the morning of the ninth at the East Station, but like hundreds of others received a negative answer: ‘Just go home, resistance is useless’. The rebuff we had received from a military officer had undoubtedly been influenced by enemy instructions.51



Some units did manage to mobilise, but were unable to offer much resistance. Gen. Erichson commanded the district south of Oslo on the eastern side of the fjord:


Cut off from all communication with his Army headquarters, with is [sic.] troops suffering badly from air attacks, not knowing what was happening or what the Government policy was, General Erichson and 3,000 men crossed over into Sweden rather than surrender and were interned.52



It was decided that the Norwegian Government and Royal Family should leave Oslo and try to re-establish control of the situation from a base further north. Their hasty evacuation by train was timely. By 5.00 p.m. on 9 April, a motorcade of German troops, led by Capt. Eberhard Spiller, until recently Air Attaché in the German Embassy in the capital, was racing to try to overtake the King and Government.53 They were stopped at a roadblock some seventy miles north of Oslo, organised by Inspector General of Norwegian infantry Colonel Otto Ruge and manned by a hastily-assembled force reinforced by volunteers from a local rifle club.54 In the short skirmish that followed, Capt. Spiller was mortally wounded and the German motorcade hastily withdrew, leaving their dying commander behind. It was during the passage north that King Haakon, trying to regroup and reorganise resistance, promoted Col. Ruge to Maj.-Gen. and appointed him Commander-in-Chief of the Norwegian Army, charged with directing Norway’s resistance to the German takeover.

Elsewhere during the night of 9 April, the Germans were taking and consolidating their hold on the major ports of Norway, despite some stiff resistance. At Stavanger, just after midnight, the Norwegian destroyer Sleipner, suspicious of a German ship’s intentions, sank the inbound German collier Roda, which was later found to be loaded with anti-aircraft guns and other armaments. The town was captured later by German airborne forces landing at a nearby airbase. At Bergen, the German Group Three force passed the outlying coastal fortifications in the darkness without resistance, but then came under fire from two forts which damaged the light cruiser Königsberg before they and the town of Bergen were bombed and overcome by German troops.

At Trondheim, Group Two, consisting of the heavy cruiser Hipper and her four destroyers, forced their way in the darkness past the two forts at Brettingen and Hysnes, some thirty miles from Trondheim, at a speed of 25 knots. Their dash was assisted by good fortune, when an early salvo of their gunfire destroyed the electricity supply to the forts’ searchlights. By 7.00 a.m., Trondheim was in the hands of German troops, although the forts were not subdued until the late afternoon of the next day.

However, the main and most bitterly fought actions were to take place at Narvik. The Norwegian authorities there were made aware at 3.12 a.m. on 9 April of the presence of German destroyers in the Vestfjord by the pilot station at Tranøy. One hour later, the ships passed Barøya Island and entered Ofotfjord, with Narvik lying at its head. As he passed up the fjord, Cdr Friedrich Bonte, in command of the German naval force, detached his destroyers in ones and twos to secure the smaller side fjords leading off the main Ofotfjord. He detached Diether von Roeder to patrol the entrance to the fjord near Barog and to look out for and, if necessary, assist the delayed Erich Guise. The Hans Lüdemann and Anton Schmitt landed their troops at Ramnes and Hemnes, to seize the gun batteries believed to be there. It turned out to be a difficult and, ultimately, fruitless exercise. When ashore, the troops faced snow up to six feet deep, then also found the gun emplacements empty. This was a great disappointment to the Germans, who had hoped to use the captured guns to repel any Allied force attempting to retake Narvik. The allies were equally misled and continued to be concerned about the likely danger that German forces would make good use of the artillery believed to be in the emplacements.

Erich Koellner, Wolfgang Zenker, and Hermann Künne were ordered to land their troops at Bjerkvik, across the fjord from Narvik, to capture the Norwegian army depot at Elvegårdsmoen. On board his flotilla leader, the Wilhelm Heidkamp, and accompanied by the Arnim and Thiele, Cdr Bonte pressed on to Narvik. Here, the town was defended by two ancient 4,000-ton Norwegian ironclads, the flagship Norge and the Eidsvold. Each ship dated from 1900 and was armed with two 8.2-inch and six 5.9-inch obsolete guns.

On the Norwegian side, there was initially some uncertainty as to the nationality of the destroyers, due to the bad weather and poor visibility. To further complicate matters, the Norwegian Senior Naval Officer, Cdr Askim, had received instructions from his Government in Oslo, literally minutes before the sighting of the destroyers as they approached Narvik, that British forces were not to be opposed. He ordered the Eidsvold to meet and challenge the intruders. On sighting the three destroyers, Capt. Willoch, commander of the Eidsvold, ordered a shot to be fired across the bows of the leading ship and ordered them to stop. The leading Wilhelm Heidkamp slowed and signalled that a boat was being sent across. The other two destroyers continued on to Narvik.

In the boat was Lt-Cdr Gerlach, one of Cdr Bonte’s staff officers, sent to parley. He told Eidsvold’s captain that the German ships were there to help Norway against Allied occupation and that, as agreed by the Norwegian Government, he was to hand over Eidsvold to the Germans. Capt. Willoch declined, replying that his orders were contrary to this and asking for time to consult his superior, Cdr Askim, on Norge. Lt-Cdr Gerlach reportedly refused to allow time for this consultation and left Eidsvold, still under the conditions of truce.55 As the German boat circled away from the Norwegian ship, it fired a red Very light. Reportedly on the direct order of Gen. E. Dietl, commander of the force being landed at Narvik and the senior German officer present on board Wilhelm Heidkamp, torpedoes were fired at Eidsvold, although Commodore Bonte was unhappy and questioned the order: ‘Musst das sein?’—‘Do we have to do this?’56, 57

The torpedoes, at virtual point-blank range against the stationary Eidsvold, caused her to sink in less than ninety seconds, taking with her one hundred and seventy-four men. Meanwhile, the other two destroyers, guided by signal lamps from the German ‘Trojan’ merchant ships into the harbour, started to land the troops they were carrying. The Norge, at anchor inside the harbour, opened fire awkwardly and inaccurately, as her inexperienced crew tried to fire her ancient guns at the Bernd von Arnim. The German destroyer returned fire with her more accurate and rapid-firing 5-inch guns, and fired two torpedoes into the Norge. The Norwegian flagship turned on her side and sank within two minutes, taking with her over 100 of her crew.58

Gen. Dietl landed from Wilhelm Heidkamp to be met by a Norwegian army officer, whom he greeted with: ‘I greet the Norwegian Army. The German Army has come to protect Norway and her neutrality.’59

The Norwegian officer agreed to take the Gen. Dietl and his staff to meet the local military commander Col. Sundlo. The Norwegian district commander, Maj.-Gen. Fleisher, was away on tour in the north of the country, but knew of the threat of German invasion and of the rapidly deteriorating situation in Norway and had ordered Col. Sundlo to resist the German intrusion, to post machine guns, and to concentrate the 1st/13th infantry battalion at Elvegårdsmoen for the defence of Narvik. This battalion moved during the night hours; a move that involved an eight-hour march through a snow storm, followed by an hour-long ferry across the fjord. They arrived in small numbers in the small hours of 9 April, tired, cold, and hungry, and were billeted with the intention of taking up defensive positions at first light. In addition to this reinforcement, Col. Sundlo had some 430 men in the Narvik area, machine guns ready and positioned to fire from Fagernes and Framnes, the two horns of Narvik bay overlooking the harbour. However, the poor visibility, making it difficult to discern the identities of the ships and what was taking place in the harbour, coupled with the uncertainty of what was taking place elsewhere, resulted in no resistance being offered to the German landing.

Although ordered by Gen. Fleisher to resist the Germans, Col. Sundlo was persuaded to surrender, in view of the superior forces against him, the danger of heavy casualties among the civilian population of Narvik if the Norwegians chose to resist, and German assurances that the Norwegian Government had already accepted the German occupation. At 6.15 a.m. on 9 April, he formally surrendered Narvik to the Germans and reported his action to Gen. Fleisher. He was then told to consider himself under arrest.

Col Sundlo’s order to surrender was not universally accepted by his troops. An eye-witness in Narvik later wrote:


I ran to the City Hall. A swastika flew there also. In the City Council room I found the caretaker. He said he had witnessed a strange performance in the Market Place a few minutes earlier. Hundreds of Germans had marched up from the piers and had hustled the Norwegian soldiers together in the Market Place. Then Colonel Sundlo and the Norwegian forces had marched over to the school on the other side of the town. But some of the Norwegian officers and half of the soldiers had fallen out of the lines before they reached the bridge and had gone up the street leading towards the Railway Station. He had heard rifle shots from that direction. It appeared that Sundlo had surrendered his men and had ordered them to their quarters. Obviously some of them had refused to obey the order and had bolted.60



By mid-morning of 9 April, the Germans had landed and had occupied, or were in a position to occupy, Narvik, Trondheim, Stavanger, Bergen, Kristiansand, and Oslo. The surprise of the strikes had bewildered and overwhelmed the Norwegian Government and its people. In a single swoop, with simultaneous strikes, the Germans had secured all the strategically-placed Norwegian airfields, ports, and towns. They were, de facto, in control of Norway. While the Allies had dabbled in diplomacy, doubted and delayed, the Germans had taken Norway with a Teutonic blend of dash, daring, and duplicity.

News of the German occupation threw the Allied War Cabinet and its planners into total disarray. No-one seemed to have a clear view over the next few days of the overall situation, or of how the German invasion might be countered. Ad hoc decisions were made, often without consulting or adequately informing each other, by the Admiralty and War Office. Commanders-in-Chief were bypassed, or told belatedly of decisions. The Admiralty, abandoning now their ‘break-out’ predictions, decided to concentrate the naval effort upon the parts of Norway, such as Narvik, which appeared to them to have most strategic importance. Driven on by Winston Churchill and Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, the Admiralty increasingly interfered with the tactical deployment and operation of the ships at sea.

At 10.45 on the morning of 8 April, with the German invasion now apparent, the Admiralty cancelled the mine-laying operation and ordered the destroyers taking part to join Vice-Admiral W. J. Whitworth’s force. This decision left the Vestfjord without any British ships in the vicinity, at a time when their continued presence could have arguably reported and interfered with the German destroyers’ entry into that fjord and Narvik some eighteen hours later.

Already at sea, in preparation for the now-aborted minelaying, and flying his flag in the battlecruiser Renown, Vice-Admiral Whitworth received, at 7.15 p.m. on Sunday 8 April, the signal:


Most immediate. Concentrate on preventing any German force proceeding to Narvik. May enter territorial waters as necessary.61, 62



He was unable immediately to comply. The weather conditions were foul, with heavy seas and snow storms from a severe Arctic gale, and the Renown and her nine accompanying destroyers had to seek shelter in the lee of the Lofoten Islands while waiting for the weather to moderate.63 From Vice-Admiral Whitworth’s diary:


From midnight onwards the weather improved, but knowing that the destroyers would be widely strung out on account of the weather I decided to wait until the first sign of dawn and sufficient light to make the turn to the south eastward…64



Whitworth’s force turned at 2.30 a.m. on 9 April and, although the heavy seas had moderated somewhat, snow storms still hindered visibility. However, it was already too late. By sailing in the more protected Norwegian coastal waters, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, with the ten Narvik-bound troop-carrying destroyers, screened and defended by the four U-boats U-25, U-46, U-51, and U-64, had reached the entrance to Vestfjord at about 8.00 p.m. on the previous evening. The destroyers had made their way up the fjord to Narvik, while the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, under the command of Vice-Admiral Lütjens, sailed north.

At 3.37 a.m., in the middle of a snowstorm, Renown’s lookout sighted two German capital ships. They were quickly identified as the two battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, travelling in the opposite direction on an approximately reciprocal course. At 3.59, Renown and her escorts, travelling at 20 knots, turned onto a parallel bearing and at 4.05 Renown opened fire at a range of 18,600 yards, approximately ten miles.

A fierce exchange of gunfire took place over the next ten minutes, followed by a chase of the German ships which lasted until 6.15 a.m., when the action was broken off. Renown, with her destroyers’ support ineffective at the extreme range and under the severe sea conditions, was heavily outgunned in the running battle, matching her six 15-inch and twenty 4.5-inch guns against the combined eighteen 11-inch and twenty-four 5.9-inch guns of Gneisenau and Scharnhorst. However, Vice-Admiral Lütjens chose not to stand and fight. His duty and first priority was to act as a decoy, to try to draw any heavy British naval units away from the German landings taking place at Narvik. Both German battlecruisers concentrated their power on Renown, while the British battlecruiser split her fire between the two enemies, concentrating her main 15-inch armament on the leading Gneisenau and her secondary 4.5-inch armament on Scharnhorst, although it was unlikely that the low-calibre shells, at extreme range, would have done much serious damage to the armoured enemy capital ship. With heavy seas sweeping across their decks, the heaving and bucking British escort destroyers were never really able to get into the action, since it was virtually impossible for their crews to operate their open gun turrets and exposed deck torpedo tubes under the prevailing sea conditions. Nevertheless the destroyers did get some shots away, and, although these had no effect, the gun flashes indicating the destroyers’ presence, and the latent threat of torpedo attack should one of his two battlecruisers be damaged or forced to slow down, would have been a major consideration influencing Vice-Admiral Lütjens’s decision-making.

Even on Renown, the fighting conditions were extremely trying. A marine, J. Shattock, helping man ‘B’ turret, manned on Renown by Royal Marines, recalled how:


I was in ‘B’ turret room which was the lowest chamber of the turret; above are the magazines containing the cordite charges and above these the 15 inch gun-house. In the shell room the huge 15 inch shells were stored in big bins and by means of an overall hydraulic systems [sic.] and very large ‘grabs’ we had to hoist out the shells from these bins and transport them to the ‘trunk’ of the turret which contained the hoist lift up to the gun-house. As you can imagine in the terrible weather, the ship was rolling and pitching and we were being thrown about. It was hard work controlling the shells on the grab which was suspended by wires from the track in the deckhead … during the chase the ship was ploughing into very high seas, and consequently the turret was shipping quite a lot [of water] every time the breeches of the guns were opened. I believe A turret, being lower, got more of this than we did. In addition to this the stench of cordite blowing down the hoist was uncomfortable in the extreme.65



During the fierce exchange of gunfire, Renown was hit twice, but without serious damage. A crew member recalled:


[One] 11 inch shell passed through Renown just above the waterline aft and went out through the other side without bursting.… The second hit went through our foremast right in line with the 15-inch and 4.5-inch spotting tops.… That shell carried away the main wireless aerial so we were out of touch with the Admiralty for a while, but it was repaired during the action by the wireless operator.… We didn’t have a single casualty on Renown but our own fire from the forward 15-inch guns shook the rivets so much off our starboard bulge forward that 30 feet of it stuck out at an angle of 90° and this caused a terrible, second, bow wave.66



In the high-speed chase that followed the gunfight, Gneisenau was hit in the foretop at 4.17 a.m. at a range of 14,600 yards, which destroyed her main fire control equipment and temporarily put her main armament out of action, and the British destroyers were gradually forced by the heavy seas to drop back. The battlecruisers ploughed on, and, although the twenty-five-year-old Renown reached a speed of 28 knots, the head-on seas meant that, at above 24 knots, the two foremost turrets of the chasing British battlecruiser became submerged by the high seas and were unable to fire. The rear turrets of the retiring German battlecruisers were not so handicapped. Gneisenau used her aft turret and Scharnhorst yawed periodically to allow her to fire a full broadside of 11-inch guns at the charging Renown. At 4.34 a.m., Gneisenau received two further hits, one of which put out of action her ‘A’ turret. Scharnhorst was not hit but also had her ‘A’ turret temporarily put out of action by flooding.67 Gradually, the two German ships drew away, out of sight in the snow and rain squalls.

By 7.00 a.m., the three ships were out of sight of each other and Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, their mission accomplished, drew away northwards. Vice-Admiral Lütjens, in Gneisenau, had followed his orders to the letter, safely delivering the ten troop-carrying destroyers to the mouth of Vestfjord and then successfully drawing off the Renown and her escorting destroyers that otherwise could have seriously jeopardised the Narvik part of the German operation. Arguably, Vice-Admiral Lütjens missed the chance to destroy the older, slower and less well armed Renown, since the two German battlecruisers vastly outgunned her. As a pair, by turning, separating, and attacking Renown from different directions, they would certainly have caused the British warship severe gunnery control problems and would probably have quickly overwhelmed her. On the other hand, Gneisenau was damaged, Renown’s lagging destroyers with the latent threat of their torpedoes were in the offing, and the whereabouts of other heavy units of the British Home Fleet was uncertain. The two German ships were a long way from home and any possibility of naval and air support. Vice-Admiral Lütjens had his orders to return with his ships in good order, and perhaps the memory of Graf Spree’s demise four months earlier, similarly damaged and a long way from any help, also played on his mind.

Their mission accomplished, the two battlecruisers slipped away northwards to the sanctuary of Jan Mayen island, before taking a roundabout course to the north of the Shetland Islands and veering off to the south-east to join up with the damaged Hipper.68 They arrived safely back in Wilhelmshaven on 12 April.69

In the immediate aftermath of the German landings in Norway, confusion reigned in London and Paris. The Allied R4 Plan had been cancelled, and needed to be recalled and reorganised if any serious attempt was to be made to eject the Germans; but there was little evidence of Allied conviction and determination. Only two days before the German landings, Gen. Ironside, CIG, had bemoaned in his diary entry of 7 April:


I cannot think that we have a War Cabinet fit to compete with Hitler. Its decisions are so slow and cumbersome. We still refer the smallest things to a Committee.… Winston becomes a sort of Chairman of the Co-ordination Committee. We shall have more strength there if he can be kept upon the proper lines. But the whole show is ponderous and clumsy.70



War Cabinet plans to deal with the situation which now faced them were, at best, hasty and confused. Orders were given and then abruptly cancelled, appointments of commanders were made and immediately rescinded. In the Clyde on board the cruiser Aurora was the recalled Admiral Lord Mountevans, elderly hero-veteran of the First World War, who had been put in command of the task force. The Admiral had been Commander-in-Chief of The Nore, 1936–1939, and had retired on 9 January 1939. He had been on four polar expeditions to the Antarctic prior to the First World War and had connections, through his wife, to the Norwegian monarchy. He had served as a dashing First World War captain of the destroyer HMS Broke and was affectionately known thereafter as ‘Evans of the Broke’.

However, he had no clear mandate or agreed plan of action:


Soon after the German expeditionary force sailed from Stettin I found myself on board H.M.S. Aurora in the Clyde, where we were joined by the battleship Warspite with an escort of four destroyers, and also two Tribal class destroyers and the famous Sixth Flotilla destroyer Foxhound. Hoping that I might have a chance of going into Narvik, Trondheim, or other port as directed by the Admiralty, I drew up plans for attack, visited the assembled ships and talked to their officers and men, explaining my intentions and imparting what I could fairly tell them regarding the situation. To my great disappointment I was ordered to haul down my flag on Monday 8th April, but I was allowed to proceed to sea and towards the Norwegian coast in H.M.S. Aurora. We intercepted wireless messages from which we learned that the Germans had in fact invaded Norway under a well thought out pre-arranged plan. In my opinion the golden days for attacking the Germans at Narvik, Trondheim, Bergen and Stavanger were Tuesday the 9th April and at dawn on Wednesday 10th, when, alas, the Home Fleet was patrolling to the north-west of the Shetlands.71



Alas indeed; the Home Fleet, led to believe that the German naval activity had as its objective a break-out of heavy units into the Atlantic to harass Allied convoys, had been wrongly positioned to prevent the German landings. This illustrates that the Allied authorities had no idea of the real circumstances and situation at Narvik. Admiral Sir Charles Forbes, the Home Fleet Commander-in-Chief, was thereafter cruelly nicknamed ‘Wrong-way Charlie’, and unfairly blamed. His then Fleet Gunnery Officer, in his memoirs, stoutly rebutted this unjust slur on his commander’s reputation:


The failure of the Home Fleet to intercept enemy surface vessels gave rise to the derogatory reference to the Commander-in-Chief as ‘Wrong-way Charlie’. This reflected frustration but, inter alia, showed the ignorance of the poor quality of the intelligence and the confusion in the orders received from the Admiralty, particularly during the Norwegian Campaign 1940. The use of this tag, or its condonation, was both unjust and disloyal. It was only in post-war years that it became known that the Germans had broken our Naval General Cypher and were, therefore, aware of our many dispositions and intentions during the period of Sir Charles’ command.72



Admiral Forbes later wrote to the naval historian Capt. S. W. Roskill, in a letter dated 28 January 1950:


I think one of the most dreadful things that has come to light since we have captured all the German documents is the way they had broken our ciphers so early in the war, whereas we were still a long way from that goal, and when one comes to think of the mass of stuff that went out, over the air, from our War Lords to the Admiralty, just giving away all our dispositions on the slightest provocation, it makes one think the Admiralty should not be allowed to send anything over the air at all, and if they cannot do it over a cable, then to hold their peace!!73



The German occupation of Narvik was a particular setback for the Allies, given their own plans for the occupation of the town, and the Royal Navy was judged in some quarters as having failed to prevent it. From Gen. Ironside’s reaction in his diary entry for 9 April:


The Navy could not have prevented the Oslo landing, but the Narvik one is inexcusable. The Admiral of the place must have allowed a ship to slip through.… A Supreme War Council at 5pm. Daladier and Reynaud [were present]. As usual it went well. It was agreed to try against Narvik and Bergen and Trondheim. But here we are, the whole day gone and nothing but talk. You cannot make war like this. Sooner or later if we are to win the war we must have proper control.… We went on till 11.30pm with the Co-ordination Committee. Winston was in the chair and behaving with monkeyish [sic.] humour. How he could I do not know, because the situation is bad. He had said at the Supreme War Council that the operation against Narvik was easy. Now it appears that the Germans have some 4000 men there. A frightful piece of carelessness on the part of the Navy. After laying their mines they stood off and allowed some six German destroyers, a submarine and ten other ships to slip in.… They are now in Narvik and making themselves secure. They may be making a fortress out of Narvik, pill-boxes, guns and everything else. Now we have to go and take this on. A poisonous proposition and something which cannot be done in a few minutes. Luck so far against us and we have bungled badly.74



John Colville’s diary entry for the same day is equally pessimistic.75 Only Winston Churchill, the First Lord, appears to have been unabashed:


The Germans have scored a considerable success by seizing the Norwegian ports despite our command of the sea, and we, who started the whole business, seem to have lost the initiative. Nevertheless the German hold on the northern ports must be precarious, we may be able to dislodge them without difficulty and the operation may give us a chance to put into action the original project for denying the Gallvare [sic.] iron-ore fields to Germany. The First Lord, who at last sees a chance of action, is jubilant and maintains that our failure to destroy the German Fleet is only due to the bad visibility and very rough weather in the North Sea, while if the German ships fly for home they will leave their garrisons exposed to our expeditionary forces.… Arthur Rucker [Principal Private Secretary to Chamberlain] is convinced that if this affair goes seriously wrong the Government will fall or be reformed.76



Concern over both the deteriorating situation in Norway and the First Lord’s contribution to it was also present at this time within the Admiralty itself, as evidenced from the diary entries of one of its chief planners, Captain R. Edwards.77 In his entry for 7 April, he complained:


Winston Churchill is taking a great personal interest and tends to interfere with the sailors’ business. He is an extraordinary man and has an astonishing grip of the situation, but I wish he would keep to his own sphere.78




5

The Naval Battles for Narvik

Stung into action by the seizing of the Norwegian ports by the Germans, the Allied War Cabinet, meeting on the morning of 10 April 1940, decided to try to expel the enemy from one Norwegian lodgement at a time, and to make the first attempt at Narvik. It resolved to establish an advanced base at nearby Harstad, on an island about thirty-three miles north-west of Narvik. Two battalions were immediately available, and six more would follow.1 Whatever the Allies’ intentions, however, it was first necessary for the Royal Navy to find out what was the exact position in the Narvik area. Renown and her accompanying destroyers, reinforced by the battlecruiser Repulse and the light cruiser Penelope, had reformed after the abandoned chase of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau in the area to the north of Vestfjord.

At 9.52 a.m. on 9 April, Admiral Forbes had ordered Capt. B. A. W. Warburton-Lee in Hardy, and senior officer of the destroyers accompanying Renown to: ‘Send some destroyers up to Narvik to make certain that no enemy troops land.’2

The Admiral and Admiralty were obviously at that time still unaware that Narvik was already occupied by German troops, and that ten German destroyers and a number of U-boats were still there.

Then, at 12.00 p.m., the Admiralty in London sent a signal directly to Capt. (D) Warburton-Lee:


Press reports state one German ship has arrived Narvik and landed a small force. Proceed Narvik and sink or capture enemy ship. It is at your discretion to land forces if you think you can recapture Narvik from number of enemy present. Try to get possession of battery if not already in enemy hands: details of battery to follow.3



With only this flimsy, and indeed totally erroneous, intelligence to go on, Capt. Warburton-Lee in Hardy decided upon the make-up of his force to penetrate into Narvik. Previous orders had called for a patrol to be maintained in the vicinity of the minefield at the mouth of the Vestfjord, and Vice-Admiral Whitworth would need some destroyers to screen Renown and Repulse when they rendezvoused later that day. Warburton-Lee therefore decided to leave behind, under Capt. J. G. Bickford, Esk, Icarus, and Ivanhoe—all minelayers with no torpedoes and mounting only two guns—and the destroyer Greyhound. Another destroyer, Impulsive, had been forced to return home with a damaged paravane boom that morning.4 For the intrusions into Narvik, Warburton-Lee had Hardy, Hotspur (Cdr H. F. H. Layman), Havock (Lt-Cdr R. E. Courage) and Hunter (Lt-Cdr L. de Villiers). There was an unexpected bonus when Hostile (Cdr J. P. Wright), released from escort duties with the cruiser Birmingham, turned up in time to join the force as it set off up the Vestfjord.

At 4 p.m., Capt. Warburton-Lee stopped off at the pilot station at the mouth of Olotfjord to try to gather more precise information. Flotilla Torpedo Officer Lt G. R. Heppel and Paymaster-Lt G. H. Stanning, Secretary to Capt. Warburton-Lee, negotiated in a mixture of English and German with the Norwegian pilots and a small boy, who seemed at least as well-informed as his elders. The discussions were enhanced with gestures and diagrams drawn in the snow. There was considerable confusion and ambiguity in the information given, largely due to the very poor visibility around the pilot house when the Germans had sailed past. In the end, it was decided that six destroyers and one U-boat had been seen by the Norwegians, that the German destroyers were much bigger than the British ones, and that the narrows were probably mined. The small boy advised that they would need twice as many ships as they had.5

Capt. Warburton-Lee conferred with his senior officers. He had to make a crucial decision, based on incomplete and, as it turned out, inaccurate information. The Admiralty really had no idea of the strength, disposition and state of readiness of the enemy forces at Narvik. Time was also of the essence, in view of what was happening elsewhere in Norway, with the Germans increasing by the hour their hold on the country. In a tribute to his late Captain published on 1 May 1940, Paymaster-Lieutenant Stanning wrote:6


Much has been written about his final exploit at Narvik, of which I think the episode most creditable to him was his decision on the day before to attack at dawn the next day … of the pros and cons which had to be weighed, [but] I can remember with intense sympathy the agonising doubt he spent before making the final momentous decision.7



At 5.51 p.m., Capt. Warburton-Lee signalled the Admiralty:


Norwegians report Germans holding Narvik in force, also six destroyers and one U-boat are there and channel is possibly mined. Intend attacking at dawn high water.8



He was not aware at that time that ten German destroyers had gone up the fjord.

According to naval historians, Captains S. W. Roskill and P. Dickens, naval convention is that when a junior officer has decided upon a certain course of action and wishes to inform his senior officer of his decision, but is not specifically seeking the approval of the latter, then the junior officer will preface his message with the word ‘Intend’.9, 10 A message so worded not only does not seek the senior officer’s approval, but makes clear that no reply is expected, unless the senior officer disapproves.

Capt. Warburton-Lee’s stated intention of attacking at dawn had a twofold purpose: it would then be high water in the fjord, which would better allow his ships to pass over tethered mines should they blunder into a minefield in their passage up Vestfjord; and dawn was the classic time for a surprise attack, in half-light against an enemy possibly not fully awake nor at full manning of defensive positions. The signalled intention also reached his immediate superior, Vice-Admiral Whitworth, on Renown. He was later to say that he contemplated reinforcing Warburton-Lee’s five destroyers with the cruiser Penelope and Capt. Bickford’s four destroyers; but this would have left Renown and Repulse without any screening destroyers, and at a greater risk of the U-boats known to have accompanied the German invasion forces. It would also have meant, in the prevailing bad weather, seriously delaying Warburton-Lee’s planned attack, giving the still-unknown quantity of the German force in Narvik more time to prepare their defences. Vice-Admiral Whitworth decided to leave things as they stood and not interfere since, he reasoned, the plan ‘had been made with the forces ordered by the Admiralty, … the addition of other forces, involving delay and revision of the plan, was liable to cause confusion.’11

In retrospect, Admiral Whitworth reproached himself bitterly on this account, writing that his decision arose from ‘the Admiralty’s intolerable action in communicating direct to ships under [his] command and entirely ignoring [his] presence.’12

Writing of the Admiralty’s direct involvement with Capt. Warburton-Lee, Capt. Roskill stated:


Observing that Rear-Admiral W. J. Whitworth in the Renown with a light cruiser and four destroyers was off the entrance to the fiord, and the C-in-C not far off with the main Home Fleet this short circuiting of the chain of command was an extraordinary act. It placed Whitworth in a very difficult quandary, since for all he knew the Admiralty might have more and better intelligence about the enemy than he himself, and he had to decide whether to reinforce Warburton-Lee’s exiguous strength. When I sent Whitworth the draft of the relevant chapter of The War at Sea he replied explaining the difficulty which faced him and saying how bitterly he reproached himself for not having postponed the attack until adequate strength had been concentrated.13



Having signalled his intention, Capt. Warburton-Lee took his ships back down the fjord so that they would not arrive in Narvik before dawn. During this turn to seaward, on a south-westerly course, their passage was spotted by U-51 at 9.00 p.m. This was reported to Narvik, which must have given some relief and breathing space to the ten German destroyers there, hurriedly preparing to depart again for home before they were trapped in the fjord. In Narvik, Cdre Bonte, the German naval commander, had explicit instructions. He was to take his destroyer force, intact, back to their German ports, as soon as they had disembarked their troops and refuelled. Therein lay the problem. His only oil supply was that from the whaling ship Jan Willem, which was not equipped for rapid oil discharge as conventionally performed, with the recipient ships laying alongside; neither could she accommodate more than one destroyer at a time. Cdre Bonte had expected to find the oiler Kattegat awaiting him at Narvik, but she had not yet arrived. He was not to know that she would not be coming. Kattegat had left Germany on 6 April; but, confused over the evolving situation and increasing Allied air activity, had taken temporary refuge at Neverdal, south of Narvik. Concerned by the military stores that were being carried on a supposedly innocent oil tanker, the Norwegian authorities had refused pilotage without an inspection of the ship, and Kattegat had left to continue her journey only to be intercepted by the Norwegian patrol vessel Nordkapp. Kattegat vacillated over Nordkapp’s request to send over a boarding party to inspect the ship, while sending off urgent requests for German air or naval support. Capt. Seip of Nordkapp ordered a shot across her bows and gave her ten minutes to heave to, whereupon Kattegat was promptly scuttled by her crew.14 By late afternoon, Cdre Bonte had some of his destroyers refuelled and disposed around the fjords to await the arrival of Kattegat and to counter any Allied intervention at Narvik. He was relying on the U-boats deployed in the lower reaches of Ofotfjord to give him advance warning of the approach of any Allied naval force.

At 9 p.m., the Admiralty replied to Capt. Warburton-Lee’s intention signal, ordering him to patrol during the night in the entrance to Ofotfjord, in case the enemy should attempt to leave Narvik via the Tjelsundet channel and escape northwards. Fortunately, Warburton-Lee did not receive, or chose to ignore, the instruction. If he had done so, it is now known that he would have run into the German destroyers from their Narvik force deployed there on patrol, and all advantage of surprise would have been lost. Whether or not he received the message, it had ended with: ‘Attack at dawn; all good luck.’15

Capt. Warburton-Lee’s plan had been approved by the Admiralty; he and the men of his five destroyers were on their own. Then, as more intelligence information came in, and the scale and success of the German invasion became more apparent, the Admiralty started to have doubts and second thoughts. At 1.36 a.m. on 10 April, with the dawn attack scheduled for 4 a.m., the Admiralty dropped any idea of directing tactical operations from London and sent Capt. Warburton-Lee a signal:


Norwegian coastal defence ships Eidsvold and Norge may be in German hands; you alone can judge whether, in the circumstances, [an] attack should be made. We shall support whatever decision you take.16



Commenting upon an exchange of correspondence with Sir Eric Seal, Principal Private Secretary to Winston Churchill, regarding the latter’s intervention in the detail of naval affairs, the official naval historian Capt. S. W. Roskill stated:


[The] use of the plural in the sentence ‘we shall support whatever decision you take’ can only refer to Churchill and Pound. I justify my inclusion of it in my list of Churchillian interventions by my conviction that no naval officer, not even Pound with all his readiness to signal orders to distant ships, would have initiated such a signal. Of course it was, as Sir Eric points out, made in the Admiralty’s name; but Churchill had in the Second World War a ready, indeed too ready, mouthpiece in the compliant Pound.17



The decision had been dumped on the Flotilla Captain. It put Capt. Warburton-Lee in an invidious position. His information was sketchy and incomplete, and mostly proving to be wrong; he would be damned if he did and damned if he did not. He decided to press on with the planned attack, despite having very little concrete information to go on. He had received Admiralty signals warning of a three-gun battery on a hill to the west of Narvik, and the possibility of other German manned batteries facing across the narrows of the Ofotfjord. The Norwegians at the Tranøy pilot station had told him that he faced at least six larger German warships plus a U-boat; whereas in fact he faced ten, plus additional U-boats. He was told he might meet minefields and that he might be opposed by German crews manning the Norge and Eidsvold, whereas in fact these two ancient ironclads had already been sunk.

His plan was to ignore the dangers and attack any German ships he found, whatever their number and size. Hardy, Hunter and Havock would attack the ships inside Narvik harbour: Hotspur and Hostile would stay outside to engage any shore batteries that fired upon the force, to keep watch for any other German ships, to be ready to cover the withdrawal of the British force with smokescreen and gunfire, and to take any disabled ships in tow. If the operation was sufficiently successful to warrant it, Hardy’s First Lieutenant would lead a landing party to carry out demolitions on the iron ore quay.

The destroyers made their way cautiously up the Ofotfjord in continuous snowstorms, with visibility at time reduced to two cables, or approximately 400 yards. In the bad visibility, stern lights had to be used to keep ahead formation, but on the other hand the bad visibility did help the British ships escape detection by German U-boats stationed in the outer Ofotfjord. The Gunnery Officer of the Hostile confirmed:


We entered the lower part of the fiord at about midnight in a soft thick snow which covered us right up to the last minute. So much so that once Hunter ‘touched’ on the way up, and visibility was averaging about two cables.18



Another thing that Capt. Warburton-Lee did not know was the depositions of the German ships opposing him. The German destroyers had disembarked their troops during 9 April, and by midnight on 9–10 April were distributed in and around Narvik harbour and the nearby side fjords and inlets of Ofotfjord. Zenker, Giese and Koeller were lying in Herjangsfjord, off Elvegaard. Heidkamp, Schmitt, Lüdemann and Kunne were tied up alongside the pier in Narvik harbour, with two of them refuelling from the Jan Wellem. The non-arrival of the second tanker Kattegat was seriously hampering the refuelling, and delaying the turnaround of the German destroyers for their return to their home ports. Roeder, which had been patrolling the western end of the Ofotfjord, joined the four destroyers in Narvik at dawn, anchoring at 4.20 a.m. off the eastern shore. The remaining two German destroyers, Thiele and Von Arnim, were anchored off Ballangen, some fifteen miles to the west of Narvik.

Shortly after Roeder had anchored, and as the snowstorm lifted, the British destroyers arrived at Narvik. The German ships, which had not been alerted by their patrolling U-boats, were taken completely by surprise. Equally surprised were the British ships, which found themselves facing what eventually turned out to be ten destroyers. The German ships had not only a two-to-one numerical superiority, but were also considerably larger, at 1,625 tons each; and better-armed, each carrying five 5.1-inch guns and eight torpedo tubes, compared with the 1,340-ton Hardy class destroyers each carrying four 4.7-inch guns (Hardy, built as a flotilla leader, had five such guns) and eight torpedo tubes.

At 4.30 a.m., Hardy entered the harbour, closely followed by Hunter and Havock. The three destroyers made a circuit of the harbour, firing off torpedoes and engaging targets with their 4.7-inch guns. Almost immediately a torpedo from Hardy blew off the stern of Heidkamp, the German flotilla leader, killing the German commander of the enemy force, Cdre Bonte; his First Officer, Lt-Cdr Heyke; and the flotilla’s Chief Engineer, Cdr Maywald.19 Heidkamp capsized twenty-four hours later, with the loss of eighty-one men. Anton Schmitt was hit by one torpedo in the forward engine room and by a second in the after-boiler room. She broke in two and sank on the spot, with the loss of fifty men. Roeder was hit five times by shells, which set her on fire and destroyed a boiler room and her fire control system, and so severely damaged her side as to render her unseaworthy. She also lost thirteen men. The two other destroyers in the harbour, Lüdemann and Kunne, were both put temporarily out of action by shell fire. Hotspur was then sent in to fire her torpedoes, which sank two more German merchant ships. All five British destroyers fired their 4.7-inch guns from the harbour entrance against the ships anchored inside; and although the German warships returned fire with their 5.1-inch guns, and German troops ashore had used small arms fire against the attackers, the British ships at this stage remained essentially undamaged. From Lt A. Casson on Hostile:


As we entered Narvik the visibility increased, though not good enough for range taking. Captain (D) and the leading two went right in until at point blank range of the nearest merchantman of which there must have been quite a dozen or so. And still we were undetected! We lay back about half a mile and waited. Hardy opened up with torpedoes.… Then the fun began; as yet no shore batteries; flashes were appearing in the mist from about eight different places … we could just see a destroyer behind the nearest merchantman and I opened fire … incredible though it appeared, our very first salvo set him on fire in two places. A thousand to one fluke but very bracing. Then the fur began to fly and shells of all types and sizes came over. They made considerable use of tracer which must have simplified the control a lot in such an action.

All five of us then drew aft, feinting to retire. As we did so they fired torpedoes, about fourteen I counted. All magnetic I imagine for although we dodged three a fourth went slap under us and failed to explode.20



Capt. Warburton-Lee considered the position. It was thought that not more than two German destroyers still remained somewhere nearby in the fjords outside of Narvik harbour, and that four of the six destroyers reported by the pilot station at Tranøy to have entered the Vestfjord were inside the harbour. In fact, unbeknown to the British, five German destroyers were unaccounted for in the fjords outside the harbour. The British flotilla went in for one more attack, this time keeping outside the harbour except for Hostile, which fired in her torpedoes from the entrance. The British ships fired their 4.7-inch guns into the misty, smoke-filled harbour. Six German merchant ships had by now been sunk in the congested harbour, but the 11,776-ton Jan Willem, with the remains of her precious cargo of oil fuel, miraculously survived the bombardment.

From Lt A. Casson on Hostile:


Our second attack was not so successful and the leading ships were rather knocked about, chiefly by shore batteries which I had the greatest difficulty to locate. And once located, fall of shot in the snow did not help much and my shooting was erratic to a degree.21



Towards 6.00 a.m., after an engagement lasting nearly two hours, and having expended nearly all their torpedoes, the British flotilla prepared to withdraw. It was at this point that they sighted three German destroyers, Zenker, Giese, and Koeller, coming to join in the gunfight. These were the three ships that had been anchored to the northwest of Narvik at the head of the Herjangsfjord, and which had been alerted to the battle taking place in Narvik at 5.15 a.m. A crew member of Hardy later recounted:


When we had circled three parts of the way round, three German destroyers came out of the mouth of the fiord behind us, firing at a distance of about 3000 yards. First they shot wide, then they got on the target. Things got hot. The Germans got direct hits on us.22



A. B. Wilkinson, a gunner on one of Hardy’s 4.7-inch guns, stated:


Our guns started to work and we gave them all we had got. After a while they scored several hits and one shell burst near my gun. Shrapnel was flying all around the gun shield; seven of us were manning the gun and three of my chums were killed.23



Then two more German destroyers, Thiele and von Arnim, which had been in Ballangenfjord and been bypassed, unseen, by the British flotilla on their way up Ofotfjord, appeared out of the mist, coming up the fjord and cutting off the British destroyers’ line of withdrawal.

Lt Casson on Hostile summarised the position after the flotilla’s withdrawal from Narvik harbour:


We then became rather bunched and made smoke while zigzagging. Three of the enemy came out after us, but could not do much in the difficult conditions. Suddenly two more appeared ahead of us.… These two concentrated most effectively on Hardy who had no smoke [screen] protection.24



There then developed a fierce gunfight, as the five British destroyers tried, in poor visibility, to force their way past the five larger German destroyers. Captain Warburton-Lee signalled for them to ‘Keep on engaging the enemy.’25

It was his last signal to his flotilla. Cdr H. F. Layman, Capt. of Hotspur and the senior surviving officer of the First Battle of Narvik, described:


Shortly afterwards a shell burst on Hardy’s bridge and he [Captain Warburton-Lee] was mortally wounded. Everyone on Hardy’s bridge and in the wheelhouse was either killed or wounded. The ship, not under control and on fire forward, was making at high speed for the shore of the fiord. The Captain’s Secretary, Paymaster Lieutenant G. H. Stanning, was wounded, but struggled down from the bridge to find an empty wheelhouse. He took the wheel himself for a short time but, on relief by an Able Seaman, returned to the bridge. By this time the ship had practically lost steam and the Captain’s Secretary directed her to be beached. The Torpedo Officer, Lieutenant G. R Heppel, thinking that bridge steering was out of action, had gone aft to connect tiller flat steering but, finding the bridge still controlling, had returned there in time to agree to the beaching of the ship. The action taken at a critical time by Paymaster Lieutenant Stanning may well have resulted in saving many lives.… He showed great initiative in an unaccustomed role.26



The official account does not do full justice to the gallantry and determination of the Paymaster. Lt Stanning, like all Paymasters, was a non-executive officer, not trained or expected to participate in the fighting or control of the ship. He had been at the rear of the bridge, recording events, and was thrown bodily into the air by the force of the exploding shell, falling sprawling and dazed onto the gyro compass binnacle. When he recovered his senses, he found his left leg useless and shrapnel wounds on his back. Looking around the shambles of the wrecked bridge, Stanning found he was the only one capable of action. There was no one in command of the ship, which was careering at speed towards a rocky shore. Lt Stanning took charge of the ship. There was no reply or sound from the wheelhouse below the bridge so, dragging his shattered leg behind him, he went down to the wheelhouse and took the wheel from the dead coxswain until, relieved by a sailor, he struggled back to the bridge and ordered Hardy to be run aground, after more shell hits to the engine room robbed her of all power. Lieutenant Stanning even had the presence of mind to remember to throw the weighted confidential code books overboard before Hardy beached.

On board the Hardy:


Our steam pipe was burst by a shell and the main feed pipe as well. Soon the steering wouldn’t work. We ran into shallow water and grounded on the rocks about 300 to 400 yards from the shore. We piled overboard as best we could and swam ashore. It was so cold that a moment after we got into the water there was no feeling in our hands or feet. We had 100 yards to swim and at least another 200 yards to wade before we got ashore. And all the time we were under fire. German shells were dropping around us. They had seen we were in trouble and they let us have it. Our torpedo officer, Lieutenant Heppel, was a real hero. He saved at least five men by swimming backwards and forwards between the ship and the shore, helping those who could not swim. Finally we got ashore, about 170 of us. Seventeen of us had been killed in the fight and another two were missing.27



Hardy and her crew were not alone in their trouble:


Shortly after Hardy had been hit, Hunter was seen to be on fire and her forward torpedo tubes were missing, indicating some explosion. She was seen to lose steam just ahead of Hotspur at the moment the latter’s steering and all bridge communication were put out of action. While not under control Hotspur collided with the damaged Hunter and these two ships, locked together, drew all the enemy’s fire. By means of verbal orders to engine room and tiller flat, given from X gun deck, Hotspur was able to extricate herself from this predicament but the combined effects of the collision and damage caused by the enemy caused Hunter to sink.28, 29



Cdr Layman’s concise account does not tell the full drama of the disentanglement of the two crippled ships. Hardly had Layman left the bridge to give verbal orders from the superstructure where ‘X’ gun was mounted, then another German shell exploded on Hotspur’s bridge, bursting against the pedestal of the gun director and killing everyone on the bridge and in the director tower. Reaching the ‘X’ gun platform deck, from where the two after 4.7-inch guns were being controlled and kept in action by the wounded Sub-Lt L. J. Tillie, Cdr Layman was able to control Hotspur’s engines by verbal orders passed down the engine room hatch. He succeeded in disentangling the ship from the sinking Hunter by passing messages down to the tiller flat in the stern of his ship, and steered a wavering course down the fjord amid heavy German gunfire. Cdr Wright, Captain of Hostile, later reported that the German destroyers were ‘zigzagging across Hotspur’s rear, doing target practise at her at a range of about 8,000 yards, surrounding her with splashes.’30

Hotspur was under fire from at least four enemy ships, and, seeing her plight, the remaining two British destroyers, Hostile and Havock, immediately turned back up the fjord to cover Hotspur’s retirement. Hostile and Havock, relatively undamaged, were retiring to the west after engaging Thiele and Arnim at point-blank range, as the two German ships passed them on a reciprocal course to join their three companion destroyers from Herjangsfjord. Havock, the leading British destroyer, turned back; but, finding his forward guns temporarily out of action, Lt-Cdr R. E. Courage turned westward again, screening Hotspur with smoke, so that his two after guns could be brought to bear on the enemy while his forward guns were cleared. That done, he then turned again, following Hostile round to go to Hotspur’s aid. By now, the German destroyers were showing little inclination to carry on the fight. They were damaged, short of fuel, and needed to regroup with their fellow destroyers and merchant ships back in Narvik harbour. Thiele had received several hits: her two forward guns were out of action, she was on fire, and had a flooded magazine. Arnim had received five hits and had a boiler room out of action.

The firefight thus ended at 6.30 a.m., with three of the original five British destroyers retiring westwards towards the open sea. Behind them they left Hunter, which had sunk in mid-fjord. Most of her crew had been killed or died of exposure in the freezing waters of the fjord. Some fifty of her crew were picked up by German or Norwegian ships, but ten of these died later. Hunter’s survivors made their way to Sweden in a somewhat unusual, and unclear, manner. The Times of 8 May 1940 reported, from Swedish sources, that forty-three officers and men of Hunter, and another 129 British seamen captured by the Germans from the merchant ships in Narvik harbour on 9 April, were safe in Sweden and that arrangements were being made for their repatriation back to Britain. According to Hunter’s survivors, they were ‘pushed across the frontier to Sweden obviously because the Germans had no food for them.’31

The other destroyer, Hardy, had ‘been last seen aground and on fire with men clambering over the side. One gun was still firing and it seemed likely that the enemy would close and finish her off. In the event the enemy held off and 160 men got ashore’.32 Once ashore, the survivors found themselves still in desperate straits:


We were freezing cold. Most of the men had discarded clothing to swim ashore, and the remainder who had arrived with some clothes on had torn them off when they landed because they were so icy cold. Two hundred yards away there was a house. We ploughed our way through nearly six feet of snow to it and found that it had been evacuated when the battle started. But soon the woman of the house and her daughter came back and did all they could for us. There were eighty of us in that house and it only had five rooms.33



Their mortally wounded commanding officer, Capt. Warburton-Lee, had been brought ashore on a stretcher strapped to a float by Lt McCracken, but was found to be dead on reaching land. He was posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross for his gallantry and leadership, and is buried, along with eleven other officers and men from Hardy and Hunter, in Ballangen New Cemetery, Norway.34 Hardy’s Navigating Officer, Lt Gordon-Smith, had a bad head wound, and it was decided to leave him on board for the time being, rather than risk subjecting him to the shock of being moved through the icy seas. Chief Stoker Stiles and the doctor, Surgeon-Lt Waind, had both been badly wounded. They were got ashore together and the injured doctor, one arm shattered, stayed to tend the chief stoker on the beach while shelter was sought.35 Stiles died of his wounds during the afternoon, and is buried with his Captain at Ballangen. Meanwhile, a Norwegian girl set off on skis to fetch a local doctor, who arrived and summoned help, ambulances, and doctors from the nearest town of Ballangen. While awaiting their arrival, Lieutenant Heppel led a party back on board the beached Hardy:


About an hour after landing, Hardy’s Torpedo Officer made his way back on board and with a 9 lb T.N.T. charge from the detonator tank blew up the steel chests in the Captain’s cabin. He was also able to rescue the Navigating Officer who had been too badly wounded to abandon ship. The action of Lieutenant G. R Heppel in returning to the ship, which was still on fire forward, is most creditable.36



By midday all the wounded, except for three badly-injured men and the ship’s doctor, had been evacuated to Ballangen hospital. When, some time later, the ambulances had not returned, and fearing that the German troops from Narvik must soon arrive to take them prisoner, Hardy’s First Lieutenant, Lt-Cdr Mansell, sent off the unwounded survivors to walk to Ballangen under Lt Heppel.


Then came a report that the Germans were coming. We had no arms, and thought it best to get out so we started on a fifteen mile hike to Ballangen.37



It was to be an arduous march for the already exhausted and ill-shod survivors:


We walked twelve miles to the village of Ballangen where the Norwegians gave us a hot meal and we slept on the floor in the school-house. We stayed in the school-house for three days and the local people went out and got food for us although they themselves were short.38



Lt-Cdr Mansell and the rest of the officers remained with their wounded comrades. When a party of men was seen approaching, it was first thought that it was a German patrol out searching for them, but it turned out to be a party of British Merchant Navy officers and seamen from North Cornwall, a British merchant ship caught in Narvik harbour at the time of the German invasion. Escaping from their captors, they were trying to make their way westwards, looking for Allied forces. They were directed on to Ballangen to join Hardy’s crew.

By 3.00 p.m., the promised ambulances had still not arrived, and, with the temperature dropping and the condition of the wounded men deteriorating, Lt-Cdr Mansell succeeded in procuring a horse and sledge to take the remnants of Hardy’s crew to Ballangen. They arrived there at 9.00 p.m., and, for the time being, the battle was over for Hardy’s survivors.

For the three retiring British destroyers, their battle was still not finished. Cdr Layman in the badly damaged Hotspur, without the means of signalling and still having to control the ship from an aft position, had passed command of the remnants of the flotilla to Commander Wright in Hostile. As the three ships made their way down the fjord on the way to the sea, they met the large German supply ship SS Rauenfels, bringing much-needed supplies and ammunition to their beleaguered compatriots at Narvik. In his report of the subsequent action the Captain of Havock, Lieutenant-Commander R. E. Courage, wrote:


On the way down the fiord a merchant ship was sighted which proved to be the German SS Rauenfells [sic.], and Hostile stopped her with a shot and ordered me to examine her. I fired another round into her bow and she stopped and her crew hurriedly abandoned ship. I stopped and picked them up while the ship slowly drifted on to the beach. I sent an armed boat over but she was burning fiercely and I was uncertain as to whether she had used her W/T to call her friends. I decided not to risk the loss of my party and ordered them to return. When the boat was hoisted I fired two H.E.s [High Explosive shells] into her to hasten the fire and went ahead. The result was certainly startling as the German ship literally erupted and a column of flame and debris rose to over 3000 feet as testified by both the Hostile and Hardy’s survivors to the west who saw it over the mountains that height. Fortunately no casualties were sustained in Havock but some damage to the hull was done. Judging from the fragments picked up she contained all the reserve ammunition and torpedoes for the destroyer flotilla, and also the Narvik minefield.39



The officer in charge of the boarding party sent over from Havock, Lt J. Burfield, was rather closer to the action:


On the way over we met the German crew pulling like mad and gesticulating in a highly excited manner. Of course we ignored them. We got on board and eyed the plumes of smoke coming out of her holds with some suspicion. As well we might; she carried ammunition. We pulled back to Havock a bloody sight faster than the Germans in time to get peppered with ironmongery as she went up.40



Thus finally ended the First Battle of Narvik. It had been hard-fought, and both sides had suffered heavy losses. Of the five-ship British force, two destroyers (Hardy and Hunter) had been lost and another (Hotspur) badly damaged. German losses from their ten-destroyer force were two ships sunk and five seriously damaged—at least one of them, Roeder, was no longer seaworthy. They had also lost five merchant supply ships anchored in Narvik harbour, as well as the ammunition supply ship Rauenfels. Both forces had lost their commanders, Capt. Warburton-Lee and Cdre Bonte; but it was the German force, caught surprised by the naval assault and now bottled up at the head of Ofotfjord with the British Navy blocking their exit to the open sea, that was, on balance, the loser:


The success of the British coup was due to the German destroyer leader relying for protection against such a surprise attack on the U-boats stationed in the outer fiord. Two of them—the U51 under Lieutenant Knorr and the U25 under Lieutenant Schutze [sic.]—did in fact attack the British force on both its entry and exit, only to discover that their torpedoes were duds. Now the fate of the remaining German destroyers at Narvik was sealed. Most had been damaged in battle, their ammunition was nearly exhausted and their fuel tanks almost empty. Only one tanker, the Jan Wellem had got through to Narvik and her contribution was far from adequate.41



It was a strategic mistake for Capt. Bey, who had taken command of the German naval force following the death of Cdre Bonte, to rely so much on the vigilance of the U-boats which faced a number of operational problems. Observation from the low profile of a conning tower or periscope was exacerbated by the bad weather and poor visibility; navigation was difficult when submerged in the narrow confines of the fjords and, if operating on the surface observing or recharging their batteries, the boats were exposed to danger from patrolling Allied ships or by being seen from the shore. They also had considerable communication problems when trying to work with their destroyers, even though these were operating nearby. Every signal from a U-boat had to be passed to U-boat headquarters, decoded, passed to the adjacent Group West headquarters at the Wilhelmshaven naval base, re-coded, and transmitted back to the destroyer commander at Narvik.42 Clearly, not all the systems failures were on the Allied side.43, 44, 45

While the German Navy might have been surprised, and now in some disarray, the Germans’ overall success in establishing several footholds in Norway had equally surprised and created some disarray at the War Office and at the Admiralty in London. There, a series of hasty and ill-thought out decisions and senior staff appointments were being made, and frequently countermanded.46, 47, 48

As early as the morning of 9 April, when the full extent of the German invasion was becoming clear, a signal had been sent to the C-in-C Home Fleet at 8.20 a.m., telling him to prepare for attacks on Bergen and Trondheim:


Prepare plans for attacking German warships and transports in Bergen and for controlling the approaches to the port on the supposition that defences are still in hands of the Norwegians. Similar plans as regards Trondheim should also be prepared, if you have sufficient forces for both. Narvik must be watched to prevent Germans landing, as we shall probably want to land a force there.49



The last sentence confirms the confusion existing in London about the German intentions, as late as 9 April. Admiral Forbes had considerable force at his disposal. His four British and French Vice Admirals had, between them, seven cruisers and thirteen destroyers. There had originally been more destroyers, but an accident had robbed Forbes of four in the early hours of 9 April, when Kelvin collided with Kashmir, both ships being so severely damaged that they had to return to Britain, escorted by Zulu and Cossack.50 The Admiral had considerable responsibility for the effective disposition of these forces. He still needed to keep the Home Fleet together, as there was continuing uncertainty at this time about the intentions, and hence the threat, posed by the German battle and heavy cruisers at large in the North Sea. There was also some uncertainty as to the strength of the German naval force at Bergen and as to the status of the coastal batteries guarding the port. Given the uncertainty, the cruiser force was strengthened by the cruisers Manchester, Southampton, Glasgow, and Sheffield, with a screen of seven destroyers from the 4th and 7th flotillas, detached just before noon under Vice-Admiral G. Layton. His orders were ‘to attack enemy forces reported in Bergen, these include one Kola class cruiser. Defences may be in enemy hands.…’51

With a gale blowing and heavy head-on seas, the destroyers in Vice Admiral Layton’s force could only maintain a speed of sixteen knots. Then, at 2.08 p.m., Allied aircraft reported at least two German cruisers at Bergen. This information, together with the continuing uncertainty as to whether the coastal defences were now in German hands and the increasing delay in the British ships’ passage due to the head winds and heavy seas, meant that the British force could not now reach Bergen before nightfall. This caused the Admiralty in London to call off the attack, and order Admiral Layton’s force to re-join the Fleet. What was also not appreciated by the Admiralty at that time was the operational capability of the German air force. The Luftwaffe, flying from captured Norwegian airfields, demonstrated this capability with continuous air attacks upon ships of the Home Fleet between 2.30 p.m. and 6.00 p.m. on 9 April. Initially, these attacks were concentrated upon Vice-Admiral Layton’s returning cruisers and destroyers, and Southampton and Glasgow were damaged by near-misses. The tribal-class destroyer Gurkha, trying to deal with the attacking planes, was less fortunate. Capt. P. L. Vian, in the flotilla leader Afridi, described her loss:


In the destroyer conditions were very unfavourable, since our forward guns were washing down and spray was breaking over the gun-directors above the bridge. Their [anti-aircraft] fire, which should have helped protect the cruisers, the main focus of attack, was largely ineffective. One destroyer of the flotilla, Gurkha, was commanded by a noted gunnery officer, Commander Sir Anthony Buzzard. After years of training, presented at last with live targets, he was excessively annoyed by his inability to hit them, and turned his ship away from wind and sea, to better the conditions for the control and fire of the guns. This involved leaving the cruiser screen, and I should have recalled him at once, but in those very early days of air attack upon ships, the tactics to be pursued by surface forces were still being worked out, and there was no set policy. Buzzard’s manoeuvre cost him his ship and very nearly the lives of his crew. Since he was now steering 25 knots in one direction while the cruiser squadron and screen were steaming at high speed in another—he attracted immediate attention from the Luftwaffe who naturally preferred such a target rather than a compact force with many guns.

Gurkha was overwhelmed by the weight of the assault, hit, stopped, and left in a sinking condition. The situation was saved, and only just in time, by his firing high explosive shells into the sky. One of the bursts was observed by the cruiser Aurora who closed from a distance to investigate, found Gurkha, and took off her crew.52



The timely rescue of Gurkha’s crew was observed by Admiral Mountevans who, having had his hasty appointment to command a force under the now-abandoned Allied ‘R’ plan for Norway cancelled, found himself in a supernumerary position, without official appointment other than as an observer, on the rescuing Aurora:


[One] dive bomber hit Gurkha so badly that we heard she was on fire and sinking. However, Aurora closed her and managed to rescue 190 of her crew of 207. It was a good bit of work. Late that day we returned to Scapa and landed the Gurkha’s survivors, and at nine o’clock that night I left Scapa and next day returned to London.…53



The ferocity of the Luftwaffe attacks on the allied ships, the rapid build-up of German air forces in southern and central Norway, and the consolidation by the Germans of the coastal defences of the ports that they had occupied, forced Admiral Forbes, the commander on the spot, to make the following conclusion:


The scale of air attack that could be mounted against our military forces on shore and our naval forces off the Norwegian coast was grievously underestimated when the operations were undertaken.54



Later Capt. Vian, who commanded destroyer flotilla Afridi, wrote the following in his memoirs:


The air assault on the cruiser taskforce, plus a bomb hit, which did no damage to Rodney, convinced Admiral Forbes that, in the absence of fighter protection from land based aircraft, the Fleet could not operate as far south as Bergen. An attack on Bergen would need to be left to aircraft, while even further south our submarines would have the task of disrupting the enemy shipping routes across the Skagerrak and Kattegat.55



The C-in-C’s decision to leave offensive operations to air and submarine attacks, in the absence of any defending air cover for his ships and men, quickly bore fruit. The German naval force occupying Bergen consisted of the cruisers Köln and Königsberg, the training cruiser Bremse, two torpedo boats, and the torpedo depot ship Karl Peters.56 At 6.00 p.m. on 9 April, RAF bombers had attacked the ships, but without any significant success. One hour later, Köln and the torpedo boats left Bergen to return to Germany, arriving there on 11 April. The Königsberg, damaged by the defending guns of the Norwegians prior to their capitulation, stayed behind effecting repairs, together with Bremse and Karl Peters.

At about the time that Köln and her consorts had left Bergen, her sister ship, cruiser Karlsruhe had been torpedoed by the British submarine Truant at 6.58 p.m., only an hour after she had left Kristiansand for her return to Germany. From the account of Lt P. K. Kemp:


[While] the Truant was on patrol in the northern Skagerrak, the German cruiser Karlsruhe, escorted by destroyers was … off Kristiansand.… The Karlsruhe altered course just before Truant’s sights came on. Truant fired a snap shot at 4500 yards and three of her torpedoes found their mark.… Following the sinking Truant was hunted and depth charged by the escorting destroyers for four and a half hours.57



Two days later, on 11 April, the British submarine Spearfish, under the command of Lt J. H. Forbes, fired torpedoes at a large ship just visible in the darkness. The ships, later found to be the pocket battleship Lützow, was so severely damaged by three torpedo hits that she later grounded in the Kattegat on her way home and was out of action for twelve months.58

During the early weeks of the Campaign, in addition to the successes above, seven other transport and supply ships were sunk by Royal Navy submarines in the Skagerrak or Kattegat—four by Sunfish, and one each by Triad, Sealion and Snapper.59 The successes of the submarines were not without loss. Four submarines were lost early in the Campaign—Thistle sunk by U4 off Skagerrak on 10 April, Tarpon by antisubmarine craft on 14 April, Sterlet on 18 April, and Unity, sunk in fog in a collision with a Norwegian ship, SS Atlejarl, when she strayed into the path of an Allied convoy.60 Other submarines had narrow escapes. Tetrarch had a harrowing experience after torpedoing a large transport on 24 April in the Skagerrak, under very difficult conditions with the sea ‘like a sheet of glass.’61 The transport had an escort of three warships and they, further reinforced, forced Tetrarch to remain submerged under depth charge attack for 42 hours and 40 minutes, only breaking surface once during that time for just two minutes, before being forced back down in a crash dive by her hunters. Tetrarch survived and completed her patrol before returning to base.62

Allied minelaying submarines also plied their dangerous and important, but unglamorous and unsung, trade in the Skagerrak and Kattegat as the Campaign unfolded, helping to stop or stem the seaborne transportation of German supplies and reinforcements. The French boat Rubis laid mines on 10 and 25 May, the British Narwhal on 1 and 11 May, and Porpoise on 15 May.63 Minelaying submariners rarely had the satisfaction of finding out, let alone seeing, any successes resulting from their efforts.

Back at Bergen, the damaged cruiser Königsberg, moored at Skoltegrund mole, was within forty-eight hours of being ready for sea. The RAF was unable to immediately remount a bomber raid, and Admiral Forbes was unwilling to risk taking south his aircraft carrier Furious, which might make a tempting target for the Luftwaffe. The nearest FAA shore base, at Halston in the Orkneys, had the dive-bomber Skua aircraft of 800 and 803 squadrons but to mount an attack from there would have been a desperate, even foolhardy, gamble. Bergen was a 660-mile round trip from Halston to Bergen and back, and the maximum flying range of the Skua was 750 miles.64 The Skua was a big single-engined aircraft, carrying a crew of two. Conceived by the cash-starved Navy of the 1930s as a dual-purpose fighter/dive-bomber the Skua was passable as a dive-bomber but far too slow and cumbersome as a fighter, being slower even than modern German bombers. Given the extreme range, there was little margin for navigational error, evasive action, or dog-fighting if the Skuas met German fighters ‘en route’.65 The Skua was some 130 knots slower than the German twin-engined Messerschmitt 110 fighters known to be based at Stavanger Airfield.

It was unclear exactly how the remote possibility was turned into reality, but the two commanders of the Skua squadrons, Lt W. P. Lucy of 800 Squadron and Capt. R. T. Partridge, Royal Marines, of 803 Squadron, were prime movers in the planning and execution of the attack. Capt. Partridge modestly explained:


On one of my off days (9th April 1940 to be exact) an excited Bill Lucy shattered my peace with a most outrageous plan. He told me that in the operations room he had seen a Royal Air Force Reconnaisance [sic.]report that said a German cruiser was lying alongside in Bergen harbour and, if I agreed, he proposed taking both squadrons across and dive-bombing her. Though not a fire-eater like Bill I was certainly prepared to take reasonable risks for myself and my squadron, and obviously such an attack could not possibly be expected by the enemy and could therefore have the greatest advantage of all—surprise. But was this a reasonable risk?66



Capt. Partridge discussed the objections and disadvantages of the proposed attack with Lt Lucy:


Bill said that he had already discussed it with the C.O. and that if I agreed we had authorization to carry it out tomorrow. I must admit that on my own I don’t think I would even have thought up this plan and all credit for its inception must go to Bill Lucy.… After a little further discussion I agreed and we reported to the station C.O who gave us the order to go ahead.67



Sixteen aircraft participated in the sortie, seven from 800 Squadron and nine from 803 Squadron. Their course, dictated by the endurance of the Skua, was a direct one from Hatston to Bergen and back. Pilots were warned not to do anything unnecessary that might waste fuel.68 The Skuas took off in the early evening with full petrol tanks, each carrying one 500-lb semi-armour piercing bombs, eight 20-lb bombs and a full load of 0.303-inch ammunition for their machine guns. The pilots had been cautioned to take extra care at take off:


The Skua with full armament and fuel was not very nice or easy to fly; it tended to be unstable fore and aft and would remain so until some of the fuel had been used up. The last thing we wanted was a prang or two before we had even started.69



The planes, in two flights, joined up at 3,000 feet, before climbing to 10,000 feet and cruising towards Bergen at 140 knots, the Skuas’ most economical speed. Rendezvous was to be the small island with a lighthouse at the entrance to Bergen Fjord.


Faint signs of approaching dawn … it was 0640 and we had been airborne for one hour, forty minutes.… Suddenly I saw it, the coast of Norway … [and] ahead of us was Bergen.… There was no sign of activity of any sort, no enemy fighters and no A.A. fire. We were almost down to 8000 feet when we spotted her, a long, thin, grey shape lying alongside a jetty.70



After a wide sweep away to port, Capt. Partridge led the line-up of his squadron for the attack. The positioning of the dive bomber was of the utmost importance.71 The angle of dive determines the accuracy of the attack: too steep and the dive tends to get even steeper and out of control; too shallow and the target tends to disappear under the aircraft and accuracy is lost:


I was losing height and down to 6000 feet with the target held steady in my sights when to my astonishment ahead of me in the dive I saw a Skua release its bomb and go racing away at water level. I later found out that this was the last aircraft of 803 Squadron so, quite fortuitously, we were going to carry out our planned continuous raid with all sixteen aircraft.72



800 Squadron attacked from bow to stern, the only resistance being offered coming from a light Bofors-type AA gun on Königsberg’s forecastle. Capt. Partridge dropped his bombs at 1,800 feet before turning away at water level. As he raced at full speed down the fjord, he flew over a speeding German motor torpedo boat and gave it a long burst from his forward machine guns, before climbing back to rendezvous at 5,000 feet with the rest of the force. All sixteen aircraft emerged, some damaged by anti-aircraft fire, and set course for home:


[With] the best part of another two hours flying ahead of us. It would be touch and go, and should a head wind get up it seemed extremely likely that some of us at least would get very wet feet. After ten minutes on our homeward course—disaster! The outer aircraft on my starboard wing [crewed by Lt Smeeton and Midshipman Watkinson] suddenly went into a vertical dive and hit the water under full power; all that remained was a large circle of disturbed water and a few pieces of wreckage. There was nothing that could possibly be done save to continue on our journey home.73, 74



All the other aircraft landed safely back at Halston, albeit with virtually empty fuel tanks. Lt. Lucy, CO of 800 Squadron, was shot down and killed shortly afterwards while attacking a Heinkel bomber.

The attack on Königsberg had been devastatingly accurate. The German crew had been caught completely unawares, and were not even at action stations. Within a few minutes, Königsberg had been smothered with hits and near misses. Five bombs had landed within thirty yards of her stern, forcing down her bows, collandering her aft-gun turrets with splinters and swamping her with water.75 Another five landed on Skoltegrund Mole, blasting concrete splinters and debris across Königsberg’s deck. Two more exploded in the few feet of water between the ship and the shore, causing considerable underwater damage, and, fatally, three were direct hits: one on ‘A’ turret, one on the port quarter and the other amidships between her two funnels.76 The Königsberg was turned into an instant blazing wreck. The fires, out of control, reached the magazines, causing a heavy explosion, and she capsized and sank some fifty minutes after the start of the attack. She was the first major warship to be sunk by dive-bombing.77

Immediately following the destroyer battle at Narvik on 10 April, the Admiralty had decided that it was necessary to determine precisely what enemy forces still existed at Narvik, and to eliminate them. Even after the three remaining destroyers of Warburton-Lee’s force had extricated themselves from their fight at Narvik and left the Ofotfjord, the Home Fleet had sufficient forces off the northern Norwegian coast to deal with any naval situation posed by the Germans, regardless of the whereabouts of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, and whatever the enemy intentions or the strength of their forces at Narvik. The battleship Warspite and aircraft carrier Furious had joined the Fleet on the morning of 10 April, together with several fresh or replenished destroyers to replace those needing to return to Scapa Flow for ammunition and fuel. Admiral Forbes now had at his disposal the battleships Warspite, Rodney, and Valiant, the cruisers Devonshire, Berwick, and York, the aircraft carrier Furious, and some eighteen destroyers.78

The original minelayer force, based on the battlecruiser Renown, was still close to the mouth of Vestfjord and in a position to bottle up the battered German ships at Narvik. The senior Royal Navy officer there, Vice-Admiral Whitworth, signalled Capt. Yates, who was commanding the cruiser Penelope and four destroyers in company, at 11.16 a.m. on 10 April, ordering him to prevent German reinforcements from reaching Narvik.

The order was the start of a stream of orders and counter-orders from the Admiralty, Admiral Forbes, and Vice-Admiral Whitworth. At 12.54 p.m., Whitworth received a signal, sent at 8.08 a.m., from his Commander-in-Chief Admiral Forbes ordering him to ‘concentrate on allowing no force from Narvik to escape.’79

At 7.04 in the evening of 10 April, the Admiralty took a hand with a long signal to Forbes which included the following paragraph:


As enemy is now established at Narvik, recapture of that place 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 is completed. In the meantime it is of primary importance to prevent Narvik being reinforced by sea. Possibility of seizing and holding a temporary base near Narvik with small military force is under urgent examination: in the meantime you will presumably arrange for a temporary refuelling anchorage in the north. As Narvik must also be of primary importance to the Germans, it seems possible that battlecruisers may turn up there.80



The whereabouts of the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were still unknown at this time.

Then, at 8.12 p.m., the Admiralty instructed Capt. Yates in Penelope:


If, in the light of experience this morning, you consider it a justifiable operation, take available destroyers in Narvik area and attack enemy tonight or tomorrow morning.81



Capt. Yates replied at 11.10 p.m.:


Consider attack justifiable, although element of surprise has been lost. Navigation dangerous from wrecks of ships sunk today, eliminating chance of a successful night attack. Propose attacking at dawn on Friday [12th] since operation orders cannot be got out and issued for tomorrow in view of present position of destroyers on patrol.82



These signals between the Admiralty and Capt. Yates had come to Vice-Admiral Whitworth ‘for information only’, and ships under his command had by now been given three different things to do: to prevent the Germans from escaping from Narvik, to prevent fresh forces from joining them, and to attack them there. In his view, the situation needed clarification. At 10.19 p.m., he had made a signal to the Admiralty:


Your 2012/10 April to Penelope appears to conflict with the policy outlined in your 1904/10 April, not to Penelope, which, in my view, is the correct one under the circumstances. Further casualties to ships now under my command will jeopardise the prevention of reinforcements reaching Narvik.83



Vice-Admiral Whitworth was not the only officer becoming frustrated by the interferences from the top of the Admiralty. The diary entry of Capt. R. Edwards for 12 April reads:


Everyone is very indignant about the conduct of affairs and Winston appears to be the chief target. He will try to be a naval strategist if not an actual tactician.84



The concerns of Vice-Admiral Whitworth about ships’ casualties were quickly to become a reality. Penelope ran aground on the afternoon of 11 April and had to be towed away, badly damaged, by the destroyer Eskimo. This mishap, plus concerns revealed by the patrolling destroyers of improving German coastal defences, caused the proposed dawn attack on Narvik the next day to be postponed.

Meanwhile, at 8.00 p.m. on 10 April, Admiral Forbes was some 90 miles north-west of Trondheim, preparing for Furious to mount an attack on enemy ships still believed to be there.85 In the event, the heavy cruiser Hipper had already left for Germany, together with an accompanying destroyer, leaving behind only three other destroyers for Furious’ eighteen Swordfish torpedo bombers to attack. However, their attack was not successful, with several of the torpedoes grounding in the shallow water and exploding harmlessly. On the return of the aircraft to Furious, Admiral Forbes moved his force northwards towards Narvik, intending to launch a bombing attack on the German ships there. On the way there, at 3.00 p.m. on 11 April, the Commander-in-Chief detached the cruisers Devonshire and Berwick and the destroyers Inglefield, Imogen, Isis, and Ilex, all under the command of Vice-Admiral J. H. D. Cunningham, to search for and destroy any enemy ships found in the Inner Leads between Trondheim and Vestfjord. They found nothing.

Then, at approximately 3.30 p.m., the Luftwaffe found and attacked the C-in-C’s force. The bombing continued for the next ninety minutes, but only the destroyer Eclipse was hit, an attack which resulted in the flooding of her boiler room. HMS Escort was detailed off to tow her back to Lerwick in the Shetlands, escorted by the cruiser York, arriving there on 17 April. Admiral Forbes and the remainder of his Home Fleet joined up with Vice-Admiral Cunningham’s force on the morning of 12 April. The C-in-C was now to lose other ships away on detachment, as Valiant, Repulse, and three destroyers were called away to help escort the planned convoy, known as NP 1, being hastily assembled back in Britain to convey an Allied Expeditionary Force to Narvik. Twelve other destroyers were away patrolling the approaches to Vestfjord. Thus in the afternoon of 12 April, Admiral Forbes had with him only the capital ships Rodney, Warspite, Renown, aircraft carrier Furious, and six destroyers.86

Now the Admiralty spelled out what was expected in order to deal with the Narvik situation, in a signal to Admiral Forbes at 10.33 a.m. on 12 April.


An operation to clean up enemy forces and destroy shore batteries in Narvik is to be carried out using synchronised dive-bombing attacks from Furious in combination with attack by surface forces. It is considered that the latter should consist of a battleship heavily escorted by destroyers.87



Mindful of the unsuccessful attack by Furious’s planes on the destroyers at Trondheim on the previous day, Admiral Forbes sent an exhorting signal to Furious:


Attack on ships in Narvik is to be pressed home and hope to hear all ships, including merchant ships which are either transports or storeships [sic.] have been sunk; no shore A.A. batteries so far as is known, and most of enemy destroyers badly mauled.88



Furious was screened out at sea by what remained of the Home Fleet, on station when the first planes, nine Swordfish of 818 Squadron under Lt-Cdr P. G. Sydney-Turner, took off at 4.15 p.m. The Admiralty were expecting a great deal from the slow and ponderous Swordfish. The weather was very bad and the open-cockpit biplanes were totally unsuited to, and their aircrews untrained for, dive-bombing. The squadron was spotted by the enemy on its 150-mile flight up Vestfjord, so that when the Swordfish attacked the German destroyers, releasing their bombs at heights varying between 400 and 1200 feet, they were met by a very effective barrage of 37mm and 20mm anti-aircraft fire.89 None of the German destroyers were hit and little damage caused. Lt-Cdr Turner was to remark that his attack was ‘carried out in conditions of which the squadron had no previous experience and without 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 [land] contours’.90

The second wave of attack from Furious, carried out by Squadron 616 led by Lt-Cdr H. Gardner, had taken off at 5.08 p.m. The weather had further deteriorated with a cloud base down to 100 feet and visibility some 250 yards. In the very heavy snowstorms, the squadron was forced to return without reaching their target, and landed in darkness at 8.30 p.m.91 For TAG F. Smith, it was not a good flight or landing for his Swordfish:


I noted a lighthouse on the port side as we entered Vestfiord. After that, a turn north and then by guess and by God up and down fiords in blinding snow. After about two hours we turned south and were very lucky to arrive back at the entrance. I saw the same lighthouse to starboard through the snow and murk (it was practically dark by now) and put the pilot on a reciprocal course for the ship.… We dropped our bombs in the sea and forged on. My pilot had never done a night deck-landing—nor did he now—touched the deck and cart-wheeled over the side—no dinghy—45 minutes in the water in a howling gale, temperature 28°F—picked up by Hero’s boat—lucky.92



Capt. Dickens, historian, author, and naval officer, who had served on Somali in the Norwegian Campaign, was to write of the Swordfish attack and of Air Gunner Telegraphist Smith’s experience:


Lucky indeed, and brave. The flyers did all they could to fulfil the Commander-in-Chief’s grandiose exhortation, but that would only have been realistic had the Royal Navy devoted the previous ten years to developing its aviation to that pitch of efficiency which technical advance had made possible. Other nations had done so, but in Britain the Trenchard doctrine of concentrating virtually all air forces on strategic bombing, together with the Navy’s almost obsessive cult of the gun, had ensured that the air could not yet take its rightful place as the main strike weapon.93



There had now been three days of delays following the destroyers’ battle of 10 April. The Germans used the three days to try to get their destroyers into some sort of seaworthy condition for a break-out back to their bases in Germany. They had taken a severe mauling from Warburton-Lee’s destroyers and, cut off from repair facilities, fuel oil supplies, and any immediate help, were well aware of impending further British attack. Admiral Karl Doenitz, C-in-C of the German submarine fleet, related:


On 12 April, signals and U Boat sightings indicated that the enemy intended to make a landing somewhere north of Narvik, probably with the object of launching an attack there on Narvik itself. In my opinion this made it highly desirable that we should have U Boats operating in Vaagsfjord [a fjord to the north of Westfjord], and I accordingly detailed three boats U47, U48 and U49 to proceed at once to Vaagsfjord.94



The German Navy could do nothing to help their entrapped destroyers at Narvik, other than to call on their U-boats to try to ferry supplies up the Ofotfjord:


Every available ship in the German Fleet has been committed. All available U Boats are in action. Three U Boats are in Vaagsfjord, five in Westfjord, three are proceeding to Narvik with ammunition and stores.95



The beleaguered ships were in desperate straits. Wilhelm Heidkamp had lost eighty-one of her crew before capsizing and sinking on 11 April. Anton Schmitt had also been lost, together with fifty of her crew. Diether von Roeder had been hit five times by British shells, had a boiler room out of action and her side so severely damaged as to render her unseaworthy, and thirteen of her crew were dead. Hans Lüdemann had her forward No. 1 gun out of action and a fire in one compartment; two of her crew had been killed. Hermann Kunne, besides receiving shell splinter damage, had been so badly shaken by the torpedo that had sunk her neighbour Anton Schmitt that her main and auxiliary engines were out of action. She had also lost nine of her crew. Georg Thiele had received seven shell hits; her fire control and No. 1 gun were disabled, her magazine flooded, and there were fires both fore and aft of the ship. Thirteen of her crew were dead. Bernd von Arnim had received five shell hits, putting two boilers out of action, and was unseaworthy due to damage to her side and forecastle. Two of her crew had perished. Only Wolfgang Zenker, Erich Guise and Erich Koellner had received neither damage nor crew losses, but they had used up approximately 50 per cent of their ammunition, which could not be replaced following the sinking of the ammunition supply ship Rauenfels by the retiring British force.

The German force had not only suffered loss and damage to its ships. Among its dead were its commanding officer, Cdre Bonte, and the flotilla’s chief engineer, Cdr Maywald. Their combined experience and knowledge was to be sorely missed over the three days of respite. The second-in-command, Capt. Bey, took command of a force that was in a fatalistic mood. They knew that they were on their own, and Capt. Bey faced a difficult task in trying to reorganise and revitalise his force. The crews of the destroyers responded by working tirelessly to try to get as many ships as possible into a seaworthy condition for a desperate attempt at a break-out, carrying out what local repairs they could, and sharing out oil, fuel and ammunition.

Orders were received from the German High Command to put to sea on the night of 10–11 April, with as many ships as were seaworthy. Only the Guise and Zenker were ready to go; they set off down the Ofotfjord and got as far as Tranøy. There, the two destroyers sighted the cruiser Penelope and two patrolling British destroyers. They could have tried to fight their way out:


But Bey’s heart failed him, his nerve shaken by the disastrous events of the morning. He turned back to Narvik. At noon on the 11th, though more of his ships were by then fit for sea, he signalled to his Commander-in-Chief that a breakout that evening was impossible.96



The position of Capt. Bey’s trapped force took a further turn for the worse that night when two of his three undamaged ships, Zenker and Koellner, ran aground while manoeuvring in the narrow harbour confines. Zenker damaged her propellers, restricting her to a top speed of 20 knots, but Koellner fared far worse; she was so badly damaged that she was now unseaworthy.

Following the abortive Swordfish attack, and in accordance with the Admiralty’s instructions sent in their signal of 10.33 a.m. on 12 April, Admiral Forbes assembled a naval striking force for a second attack on Narvik. It was decided not to risk taking Renown. The battlecruisers Renown, Hood and Repulse were the only capital ships the Royal Navy had that were capable of catching and engaging in combat Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, both still believed to be lurking in the North Sea or in Norwegian waters. The battleship Warspite, slower, but with an armament of eight 15-inch and twelve 6-inch guns and more heavily armoured than any battlecruisers, was selected to lead the attack. Even so, it was taking a considerable risk to use her in the confined waters of the Vestfjord, given the known presence of U-boats in the fjord.

Vice-Admiral Whitworth transferred his flag to Warspite, the 32,000-ton veteran of Jutland some twenty-five years before:


The transfer of myself and staff from Renown to Warspite in the middle of the night, in a very big swell, turned out to be the most hazardous and difficult part of the operation.97



At 7.30 a.m. on 13 April, Warspite and nine destroyers—the four Tribals Bedouin, Cossack, Eskimo, and Punjabi, and five smaller destroyers Hero, Icarus, Kimberley, Forester and Foxhound—assembled just inside Westfjord, approximately one hundred miles from Narvik. On board the ships, preparations for battle were well-advanced, and morale was high. Vice-Admiral Whitworth was also more confident than he had been of late. He had recently undergone an unhappy few days on Renown; the ineffectual chase of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, and the interference and actions of the Admiralty in going over his head and dealing directly on tactical matters with ships’ captains under his command, had sapped his confidence:


Once on board Warspite there was a complete change of atmosphere. The relief was immense. The plan of attack and the forces placed under my command were both entirely to my satisfaction. I had complete confidence in the outcome of the operation. The Captain of Warspite, Victor Crutchley VC, and myself saw eye to eye.98



The Admiral’s confidence was shared by the officers and men who appreciated the care and attention that was being paid to their welfare:


As before the previous action, medical officers were warned of impending events. The morale of the ships’ companies was superb and they are reported to have faced the action in a spirit of pleased expectancy.99



The medical arrangements had been particularly well-prepared and eventuality plans made. For Boy Seaman Roy Emmington and his comrades, they ‘were all told [they] were going into Narvik with nine destroyers the next day; [they] were told by [their] instructor to bathe and put on clean gear and overalls’.100

Clean bodies and underwear before a battle was a naval tradition, going back to the time of Nelson and the Napoleonic Wars. It was a basic precaution to minimise the risk of infection of the quite horrific wounds suffered in a naval engagement. In addition to taking care of the men’s bodily needs, the cleansing of their souls was not forgotten:


The Captain accordingly addressed the Ship’s company on the plan and also the attendant dangers that would ensue on the following day which started with a special Holy Communion at 8am attended by some three hundred, the average of a Sunday being about twenty. How often was one to see in the future celestial insurance policies being taken out before impending danger.101



Morale remained high as the ships cautiously made their way up the Westfjord. Warspite was screened ahead by Foxhound, Icarus, and Hero, with mine-clearing sweeps streaming to clear a path through any minefields. On Hero, Able Seaman A. H. Turner recorded in his diary:


Hero, with Icarus, Foxhound and Forester swept the channel for mines starting about 0530. All hands closed up at action at 0515. Weather was very cold, slight mist, and snowing at intervals. The entrance to the fiord was very narrow with snow covered mountains on either side.102



Bedouin, Punjabi and Eskimo were on the starboard bow of Warspite, and Cossack, Kimberley and Forester on the port. All the destroyers had to keep a sharp look out for torpedo attack from the damaged, but still highly dangerous, German destroyers deployed in ambush in the side fjords and inlets, and from the U-Boats waiting for a target opportunity. Battle ensigns were hoisted at 10.50 a.m., and at 11 a.m. the squadron passed Tranøy and entered Ofotfjord.

On Warspite, Gunner’s Mate P. O. Reardon, in ‘A’ turret, recalled: ‘We are passing some land now and it looks very snow covered and forbidding. An early dinner today before going to Action Stations’.103 His Officer Commanding, Lt Hoare, in charge of the Forecastle Division of about 150 men including the forward 15-inch gun ‘A’ turret, remembered: ‘At about 11.30 we were given the standard constipating action stations lunch of two hard boiled eggs and a thick corned beef sandwich, and by noon we were waiting for things to happen’.104 The crew were confident and relaxed:


My own crew are on the fo’c’s’le [forecastle] for a smoke; some wag rolls a snowball and one of ‘B’ turret crew gets it in the neck. This is the general signal for a snowfight between the two turrets when ‘Action Stations’ sounds...105



Although unsure about the German U-boats’ strength and deposition, the Admiralty and Admiral Whitworth were well aware of the threat posed by torpedo attacks from submarines in the narrow confines of the fjord, although no such attacks had yet succeeded. There was little room for manoeuvre or the taking of evasive action. Everyone was now on full alert. At 11 a.m., just as they were entering Ofotfjord, the presence of a submarine was reported by Eskimo:


Depth charges were dropped to keep her down as we passed. The hills were scanned for land batteries but the only sign of life onshore was a group of Norwegians waving their caps and cheering.106



On Icarus, Telegraphist R. W. Lush remembered: ‘Once or twice we saw torpedo tracks heading towards her [Warspite], but quick signalling from our bridge enabled her to avoid them’.107 Admiral Whitworth did not rely entirely on reactive measures to combat torpedo attack. At 11.52 a.m., he ordered off Warspite’s Swordfish floatplane, L9767 ‘Lorna’, after briefing the observer, Lieutenant-Commander W. L. M. Brown, and the pilot, Petty Officer Airman F. C. Rice, to ‘carry out a general reconnaissance for the fleet advancing up Ofotfjord, with particular reference to the presence of German warships inside fiords, the movement of German forces, and the positions of shore batteries. Bomb any suitable targets’.108 At about midday, Koellner, on her way to take up her ambush position at Taastadt, escorted by Kunne, sighted the British force emerging through the narrows.

Kunne exchanged fire at the limit of visibility with the greatly superior British force some six miles away, before signalling the alarm and retiring back towards Narvik. Koellner, badly damaged by her grounding and unable to participate in any running battle, made for Djupvik Bay on the southern side of Ofotfjord. Here she hoped to remain undetected until the British ships steamed past, when she could launch a telling torpedo attack, at a range of 3,000–4,000 yards, before being overwhelmed. It would be an act of supreme gallantry and sacrifice by the German destroyer’s crew. However, her captain’s hopes were dashed when she was spotted by Warspite’s Swordfish plane and her ambush position reported. Thus, when the Warspite’s starboard bow destroyers rounded the point of Djupvik Bay, their torpedo tubes and 4.7-inch guns were already trained to starboard, waiting to fire. Percy Hagger, a young AB serving on Bedouin, confirms how ‘the Swordfish aircraft played such an important part by pinpointing targets before [they] got too close and [they] were able to spring the surprise, not the Hun’.109

The torpedoes of the British Bedouin and Eskimo and the German Koellner left their respective tubes almost together, and the guns of the three destroyers similarly opened up together. Koellner and her gallant crew stood no chance. She only managed to fire one salvo from her guns before the combined salvoes from Bedouin and Eskimo crashed into her, to be followed by a torpedo which blew off her bow. Warspite rounded the point and fired her 15-inch shells at point blank range into the stricken ship. Koellner rolled over and sank. Her own torpedoes had missed.

Leading Seaman D. Auffet, on board the Warspite, confirms the event:


The first view of the action I had was when I went out on to the flag deck. At that moment we came abreast of one of these little side fiords. A German destroyer had dodged down there, obviously waiting for us to come around the headland—and when we did, she appeared to fire torpedoes and these passed under the ship.… At the same time, Warspite fired a broadside, and she was literally lifted out of the water, up onto the beach—and then slid down again. She must have been hit by about six 15-inch shells simultaneously.110



The British destroyer crews were glad of the support of the Warspite:


Bedouin seemed to bear a charmed life among all the confusion around her. German torpedoes fired at us either failed to explode or blew up prematurely.… I know we left one German destroyer ablaze and sinking after catching him napping, we knew where he was and were able to get in the all important first blows. With Warspite heaving a few very heavy bricks about the place the advantage was ours.111



Meanwhile Warspite’s Swordfish aircraft and crew were carrying out the second part of their orders: ‘bomb any suitable targets’. They had flown on some twenty miles to Herjangsfjord where they spotted U-64. From the Swordfish pilot, PO Airman F. C. Rice:


U-64 was seen on the surface at the top of Herjangsfiord near Bjrevkvik [sic.—Bjerkvik]. I selected two anti-submarine bombs and put the Swordfish in a dive and released the bombs at 200 feet. I couldn’t see the bombs fall as we pulled out, but Pacey [Leading Airman Maurice Pacey, T.A.G.] saw the starboard bomb fall close alongside and the port one hit just abaft the conning-tower: the U-boat was already sinking when I could see her again. She hit us in the tail with one shot. I think it was from her 37 mm gun.112



U-64, the first German U-boat to be sunk from the air in the Second World War, was a brand new Atlantic class submarine, and had had her sea trials curtailed to take part in the Norwegian operation. Thirty-six of her crew, who had put up a spirited resistance to the Swordfish attack, survived.

When Kunne reported the oncoming British flotilla, the remaining six German destroyers were still in Narvik harbour, desperately trying to raise enough steam to sail. Capt. Bey ordered the ships to leave harbour as soon as they had sufficient steaming power. The immobilised Roeder was booby-trapped and left behind as, one by one, the five destroyers departed. Hans Lüdemann sailed first, followed by Wolfgang Zenker and Bernd von Arnim. The less-prepared Thiele and Giese sailed sometime afterwards. After leaving Narvik harbour Hans Lüdemann, Wolfgang Zenker and Bernd von Arnim met up with the returning Kunne, and the four destroyers turned and fired off torpedoes at the British ships. On Hero, the ‘mist lifted and more enemy destroyers were sighted and engaged by [their] destroyers… 1255. Torpedo fired at [them]—missed’.113

The ensuing brisk action was both intense and confused, with the German ships rapidly changing course to put off the British gunners, and the British ships having to take violent evasive action to avoid torpedoes. With the ships of both sides firing independently, the shellfire was erratic and the fall of shot difficult to estimate. The captain of the Hero, Cdr Biggs, summarised the exchanges:


From 1300 to 1355, Hero engaged three separate enemy destroyers with her two foremost guns at ranges between 10,000 and 15,000 yards. During this period it is estimated that only six hits were obtained on enemy ships. This was largely due to the large number of ships firing at a few enemy destroyers from practically the same bearing which made the picking out of [our] own fall extremely difficult. It was also due to the fact that only the two foremost guns could be brought to action, owing to the restriction imposed on Hero being guide of the fleet and also employed on sweeping duties.

Owing to her duties as guide to the fleet, which necessitated long periods on a steady course at a steady speed, Hero appeared to be practically continuously under fire, but the ship was not hit except for one small splinter.114



Punjabi was not so lucky and was forced to temporarily retire from the action. She was hit by a veritable shower of German 5.1-inch shells. The first, striking just below the bridge, had exploded between her decks, killing one man and wounding three others in the transmitting station controlling the guns. As two of the wounded were being attended to on the nearby messdeck, they were even more seriously wounded by the second shell, which burst on the upper deck, near the locker containing ready-use cordite charges for the guns. Shell splinters killed two of the ammunition supply party and wounded others. The cordite charges were ignited, starting a fierce fire. Simultaneously, Punjabi took a third shell forward, which shattered a bulkhead and started flooding compartments. A bursting shell started a fire between the funnels, and a further shell struck aft, plunging into a storeroom and, starting a blaze, threatening a magazine, which had to be rapidly flooded. A further hit, bursting on the starboard motorboat, set it alight and, more seriously, fractured a steam pipe main, engulfing the engine-room in roaring clouds of steam. Shell splinters from the various hits, scything across the decks, killed two on the ‘pom-pom’ gun and three on the torpedo-tubes, as well as injuring others.

Cdr Lean, Punjabi’s captain, received the message from the engine-room that engines would have to be stopped in order to repair the burst steam-main; then he had to deal with torpedoes heading towards his stricken ship. Lean had just sufficient time, and steam, to evade the torpedoes, before turning his attention to his ship’s predicament. The Engineer Officer arrived on the bridge to make his report, but was immediately badly wounded in the back and arms by a further shell bursting on the upper deck below. He was able to make his accident damage report on the fractured steam main before collapsing. This last shell also killed the stoker in charge of the party fighting the fire amidships, and wounded others in the group.

From the autobiography of Cdr V. Clark, then First Lieutenant on Punjabi:


[It] was a ding-dong surface action. Punjabi was unlucky in getting a shell in the boiler-room fairly early in the action, which caused us to make thick black smoke. This obviously presented a splendid target on which enemy fire control officers could direct their fire, and we stopped a packet. The vital transmitting station and wireless office were put out of action by a direct hit, so the guns had to go into local control. There was damage on the mess deck, with many casualties, and in the after compartment next to the magazine some flares were ignited. We had to go down and throw up the ammunition as quickly as possible under difficult and hazardous conditions. The Captain withdrew from the action for a short time to enable the situation to be got under control before returning to the fight.115



One hour later Punjabi reported to Vice-Admiral Whitworth on Warspite as fit for service, albeit only able to make fifteen knots. It was about this time that ten Swordfish planes from the aircraft carrier attacked the German destroyers, having flown through the Ofotfjord narrows at 500 feet in snow squalls and poor visibility.

The Erich Giese, the last German destroyer to leave harbour, was quickly pounced upon by the British ships and rapidly set on fire, close inshore, north of the harbour. Her captain gave orders to abandon ship. The remaining German destroyers, joined now by Thiele, were forced back up the fjord, and at 1.50 p.m. were ordered by Capt. Bey to retire up the Rombaksfjord. The Hermann Kunne made for Herjangsfjord, and was followed by Eskimo, who torpedoed her. Out of ammunition, Künne’s captain beached his ship to allow his crew to escape ashore. They later joined up with the 139th German Mountain Regiment, who were defending an area to the north of Narvik.116

In response to the German withdrawal into Rombaksfjord, the British destroyers divided; some went into Narvik harbour, and the remainder followed the German ships into Rombaksfjord. Cossack, followed later by Foxhound and Kimberley, went into Narvik harbour, where the crippled Dieter von Roeder lay in wait. Capt. Sherbrooke, in Cossack, recounted what followed:


On the way up the fiord, the Warspite’s aircraft reported a large German destroyer at the inner end of Narvik harbour and McCoy, the senior officer in destroyers, ordered me to take care of it, while the other tribals went on to Rombaks and Herjangs after the other Germans. On approaching the harbour I saw the numerous sunken ships and I knew that if I was to penetrate to a position from which I could see the German destroyer without running on a wreck, I would have to go slow. Owing to the headland … I could not get a visual sighting of the German … but by the time the director was on, the German had several seconds to aim at Cossack’s large forepart coming round the point. The net result was that he scored several hits before I could get in a shot at him, and in the process cut my main steampipe [sic.], so killing one boiler-room crew and temporarily cutting off steam to the main engines. The way I had on carried me to a point where Cossack grounded117, but by this time I was going very slow, and so in due course after lightening the forepart and having the nasty experience of being fired at much too accurately by a German mortar, which we could not see, we got off. We were very close to dry land and I remember a Norwegian coming down on skis and giving us some helpful information about the strength of the German garrison and their movements.118



The immobilised Roeder put up a stubborn resistance and did much damage to Cossack before being silenced by the guns of Warspite.

From AB K. Robinson, serving on one of Cossack’s guns:


We were now well and truly aground, with little ammunition, and the work of tidying up the damage, but before this an extra ration of rum was authorised by the Captain and one member of our gun’s crew was detailed to collect and ration. Being under twenty I did not normally get rum, but this time I did and, never having tasted spirits of any kind in my life, did not know what to expect. However, by this time I would have drunk anything. There was only one cup between us so each member had to wait in turn for each tot to be measured and drunk, so I downed mine in one go to save others waiting. It certainly worked wonders as a stimulant and since that day I have always liked rum.119



Kimberley and Foxhound had followed Cossack into Narvik harbour, and Cdr Sherbrooke on the grounded Cossack, seeing Roeder on fire, and now apparently abandoned by her crew after expending all her ammunition, ordered Foxhound to go alongside and board the destroyer. As Foxhound closed, her captain, Lt-Cdr Peters, saw a number of Germans suddenly emerge from below on Roeder, leap ashore, and quickly drive off in a waiting car. Suspecting a trap, Lt-Cdr Peters held off, and stopped Foxhound some fifty yards short of the German destroyer. There was indeed a trap. It was sprung when there was a sudden burst of machine gun and other rifle fire from positions along the quay. Directed at Foxhound’s decks, it killed one man and wounded others, before the German guns were silenced by return fire from Foxhound, just as Roeder erupted in two shattering explosions.

A Norwegian civilian, Theodor Broch, then Mayor of Narvik, gave his account of the end of Roeder:


It really was true that the broken mosaic by the pier that afternoon was made up of parts from one of the ten [German] destroyers. She had been the last in line of the German squadron and they themselves had called her ‘The Tactical No. 10’. She had been mortally wounded in the harbour battle of April 10th and had not been able to participate in the death struggle this fateful Saturday. When the naval battle began in the outer fiord she had been left deserted and tied to the pier. All things removable had been brought ashore and her crew and officers had taken up position in the railroad tunnel above the pier. The destroyer had been changed into a huge floating mine loaded with depth charges ready to explode. From the observation point up in the tunnel the Germans had followed the battle outside. They saw a British destroyer enter the harbour. She had obviously been hit during the battle and proceeded at slow speed, listing badly. Cautiously the crew manoeuvred her between the wrecked ships until they could beach her in shallow water at Ankenes, to the south of the harbour, in full view of the town. The sea bottom was even there and it was low tide.

Then a second British destroyer [Foxhound] entered the harbour. She was in battle trim and looked as though she were hunting more opponents. When she discovered the silent German destroyer along the pier she approached cautiously. A dynamite expert stole down from the tunnel. He started the timing device and escaped to safety. The mine was set for ten minutes. The British destroyer continued to approach. The distance to ‘The Tactical No. 10’ was now only about two hundred yards and grew constantly less. Suddenly a shot burst from a German machine-gun nest planted among the wooden pillars beneath one of the iron-ore piers. The soldiers there had not been informed. The British changed their course and were out of danger when the German ship exploded.… I kept watch on the beached British destroyer across the harbour, not more than a mile or so away. She was not so badly damaged that she could not fire and she kept sending shells against the German machine-gun nest beneath the iron-ore pier. I could see the propellers whip the water and I hoped each moment that she would get off again.120



Foxhound stopped to rescue survivors from Erich Giese, which lay burning, then rejoined the rest of the flotilla with Kimberley, while the abandoned German ship drifted off the harbour entrance, burning fiercely for many hours before sinking.

The British squadron still had to deal with the remaining four German destroyers, Bernd von Arnim, Hans Lüdemann, Georg Thiele and Wolfgang Zenker, which had retreated into Rombaksfjord. Five British destroyers, led by Eskimo, with Forester and Hero, later joined by Bedouin and Icarus, followed them in. Warspite remained outside, prepared to engage the retreating German ships with indirect fire guided by her Swordfish plane, which reported the position of two German destroyers at the far end of Rombaksfjord. Five miles up, the fjord narrows to a neck only a quarter of a mile wide, strewn with rocks, opening beyond the neck but still only half a mile wide in places. Two of the German destroyers, Hans Lüdemann and Georg Thiele, had turned into a small bay three miles beyond the narrows. As the British destroyers rounded the bend at the narrows, both sides commenced firing, with hits being scored on Hans Lüdemann. Before retiring further up the fjord, this destroyer fired off three torpedoes, while Georg Thiele, on fire and much more seriously damaged, managed to fire off four torpedoes. Her ship’s captain, Lt-Cdr Max-Eckart Wolff, described Thiele’s last minutes:


Shortly afterwards the first enemy destroyer pushed through the narrows, and we opened fire at five kilometres. This destroyer was followed closely by a second, then at short intervals, by a third and fourth. They concentrated their fire exclusively on the Georg Thiele, the other three German ships in the fiord being now inaccessible to the enemy. The stationary Thiele was hit again and again. Our last torpedo, aimed and fired personally by the Torpedo Officer, Lieutenant Sommer, from an after-tube, ran on the surface at reduced speed towards the enemy and struck a destroyer of the Alfridi [sic.] class level with the bridge, severing the forward part of the ship. The after part of the ship, which was towed away, was said later to have sunk. It is believed the destroyer was the Cossack. [It was in fact the Eskimo, and she did not sink.]

Our gunfire had become irregular and weak, consisting largely of single shells fired at random … the Gunnery Officer called the bridge and reported ‘Am receiving no more ammunition’. At about this time further hits were sustained in the W/T office, the bridge and the after structure.

The captain gave the order ‘Stand by to sink ship!’ and setting the engine room telegraph to ‘full speed ahead’—ran his ship against the steeply rising rocks, the bows lodged against them. He then gave the order ‘Abandon ship!’ Part of the crew then jumped into the water from the port side, while the rest landed directly over the forecastle. The captain himself left the ship after destroying the last secret documents [depth of water 105 metres]. The wounded were carried to land and taken to cover.… The ship was now burning brightly fore and aft.… Later she capsized, the stern broken off at the forward funnel, and sank after heavy explosions.121



The torpedo from Georg Thiele struck Eskimo just forward of her bridge, blowing away the whole forepart of the ship, which hung down in a tangled mass of wreckage. Between decks there was fearful damage and loss of life:


The explosion carried away the bows of the ship and the forward medical station disappeared with its staff. The ship remained afloat and turned in uncontrolled circles while her Medical Officer crawled about in water and oil fuel to attend the casualties trapped in the wreckage.… It was not until June 5, at Barrow-in-Furness, that it was possible to remove many of the dead from her wreckage.122



From Hero, A. B. Turner observed the behaviour and devotion to duty of ‘B’ gun crew on Eskimo, who had seen ‘A’ gun, only a few feet in front of them, disappear with the rest of her bow when the torpedo struck:


A sheet of flame shot up from the Eskimo and her bows disappeared. ‘B’ gun crew, with the bows shot away from beneath them, continued to fire. They deserved the cheer we gave them.123



The commanding officer of Forester also commended ‘B’ gun crew’s conduct:


Her ‘B’ guns crew, though badly shaken by the explosion, magnificently continued firing as if nothing had happened. It looked as if the Eskimo would sink immediately.124



Eskimo did not sink. After a short delay, she steamed, stern first, back through the narrows to allow her companions to pass through, until the wreckage of her bow struck the bottom and she grounded. Forester stayed with her and took off her wounded, while Hero, Icarus and Kimberley, which had come around from Narvik, went on up the Rombaksfjord towards its head. The time was now 3.10 p.m.


Aircraft from Warspite reported three more German destroyers round the corner. Hero took the lead to investigate, being cheered by Eskimo and Forester as we passed them.125



At the far end of Rombaksfjord the British force came upon the last three German destroyers. Out of ammunition, they had been run ashore and evacuated by their crews, who could be seen on shore making their way inland towards a railway line.


One destroyer was sighted which we immediately engaged [the beached Georg Thiele]. No reply came from the enemy so we went right round the bend, Icarus and Kimberley coming up astern in support. After a few rounds the ships were observed to be sinking and their crews abandoned ship and commenced to climb the hills. Shortly afterwards two of the three destroyers turned over and sank. The third remained afloat, with fire raging beneath her depth charges.126



This third destroyer, Hans Lüdemann, was on an even keel, and whalers with armed boarding parties were sent from Hero and Icarus to examine her.


Hero sent a boarding party to the remaining destroyer. She was the Hans Lodemann [sic.]. Many articles of German kit were brought back. One of the boarding party entered the wireless office of the enemy ship and saw two operators sitting by their desks with their heads blown off. He decided not to examine the office further. One wounded man was brought back to Hero but he died later and was buried at sea.127



When the boarding parties returned to their respective ships, Hero fired a torpedo into the Hans Lüdemann which broke her back and set her on fire forward.

That effectively ended the Second Battle of Narvik. The Germans had lost a total of ten destroyers and one U-boat in the two battles, and the British two destroyers, with another half-dozen badly damaged but repairable. The loss of life at Narvik, civilian and naval, neutral and belligerent, had been heavy—435 Norwegians, 321 Germans, and 188 British. On the British ships, there were many wounded to be helped, and the three Tribals Cossack, Eskimo and Punjabi had received heavy casualties.

The more seriously wounded were transferred to Warspite, which had suffered no casualties. The battleship’s sick bay had been damaged, so her forward medical flat was converted into an operating theatre in which fifty-nine major surgical casualties were treated.128 The presence of so many badly-wounded comrades from the destroyers had a profound effect upon Warspite’s crew:


The ship has stopped and Forester and Bedouin are secured alongside with their bows to our quarterdeck. A little further up the fiord can still be seen three big fires, the remains of enemy destroyers burning away, and the smell of burning paint and flesh is horrible. Forester and Bedouin are now transferring wounded and prisoners to us; the wounded are mainly from Eskimo; some nasty sights.129



Twenty-one-year-old Stoker Earridge remembered:


They were laid out on our mess decks, and we heard that there had been over forty operations performed that night. To us young stokers, who had to step over them to reach the hatches to our own boiler or engine rooms etc., you knew this was definitely for real, especially when a young fellow asked me to cover his legs as they were cold, and you had to make believe, as he had lost both of them.130



The crews of the destroyers also had to cope with the recent deaths of their comrades as they cleared up their ships and effected temporary repairs. Able Seaman Robinson recalled:


[I] was detailed with some others to clean up the Sick Bay which was thick with congealed blood. I was also one of a working party sent aboard Eskimo [most of her ship’s company had been sent home on another ship] to free trapped dead bodies from the forward wreckage. We had already buried our dead in Narvik Fiord. During our stay in Norway we lived mostly on corned beef and ships biscuits as most of our food had been damaged and thrown over the side in Narvik harbour, which also helped to lighten the ship. The Norwegians also gave us fish and we were never hungry—we just lacked variety.131



Cossack, her temporary repairs completed, and after giving a thank you tea-party to the children of Skelfjord, left for home in company with the empty tanker British Lady, arriving back at Portsmouth on 30 April.132

A monotonous diet was not the sole preserve of Cossack’s crew. On Warspite, after the battle, the following event took place:


[All] the turret’s crew clambered through the man-hole in the roof of the turret and in a state of high elation ate our post-action tea of guess what—two hard boiled eggs and a corned beef sandwich.133



There was to be one unexpected happy outcome for the British. Survivors from Hardy, lost in the first battle, were being sheltered and cared for by kindly Norwegians in Ballangen. Three days later came the second battle, and the excited Norwegian hosts told their British guests from both Hardy and the merchant ship North Cornwall that a German destroyer, which turned out to be Koellner, had been sunk not too far away. Two small boats set out from Ballangen, one manned by Norwegians and the other by British naval and merchant seamen from among the survivors, to investigate. They returned, in some triumph, with an undamaged motor-boat from the Koellner, which they found abandoned on the shore. In it was a signal lamp, which Hardy’s Yeoman of Signals set up in the attic of the school house where some of the survivors were billeted. Lt Heppel of Hardy, together with the Captain and First Officer of North Cornwall, set out in the motor boat to seek help from the British flotilla, which they had seen passing up the fjord. They made contact with the British ships, and at dusk the Yeoman of Signals, up in the schoolhouse attic, was able to take a signal from Ivanhoe that an armed party was coming to their rescue. By 1.00 a.m. on 14 April all the survivors of Hardy and North Cornwall, except for the most severely wounded who had to be left in hospital, later to become prisoners-of-war, had been embarked on British ships.

Having achieved an overwhelming naval victory, Admiral Whitworth now found himself in a dilemma. The Germans had no surface warships left in the fjord, but U-boats were still lurking. He had at his disposal overwhelming firepower, even if a lot of his ammunition had been expended. However, to make good the capture of Narvik he could, at best, only muster a landing party of some 200 sailors and marines to take on the 2,000 German troops already established ashore, augmented by up to 1,000 sailors who had escaped the sinking of their ships and had been reorganised and rearmed with Norwegian small arms, taken from a military depot.134 To use his naval guns to try to drive out these entrenched troops would only result in many more civilian casualties and cause further heavy damage to the town, than that which had already been caused in the harbour and its surrounds. Narvik’s Mayor Theodor Broch, who visited the harbour area immediately after the battle, reported:


The harbour itself was a ship graveyard with wreckage wherever one looked. The pier itself was a tragic sight. The new cold storage vault that we had built was gone.… The creamery on the other side of the square had also been hit. The piers looked hopeless. The wooden planks of the old pier had been blasted away. The wooden pillars projected from the water like so many stumped teeth. The new pier was torn apart. The huge concrete block at the end had been cut in two as by a huge axe. Everywhere was strewn with wreckage. Parts of ships were thrown ashore among timber, logs and cleft rocks. Whole parts of warships lay in silent testimony to the terrific force of naval artillery fire.135



Admiral Whitworth was aware of two particular threats to his flotilla. An air attack could be imminent and, in the confined space of the fjord, he feared torpedo attack from the U-boats known to be in the area. Before pulling his ships back from their increasingly exposed position, and believing that the arrival of Allied troops was imminent, Admiral Whitworth signalled to his C-in-C and the Admiralty at 10.10 p.m. on 13 April:


My impression is that enemy forces in Narvik were thoroughly frightened as a result of today’s action, and that the presence of the 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 [14th], in order to maintain the moral effect of the presence of the Warspite, and to accept the air and submarine menace involved by this course of action.136



At 9.13 a.m. the next day, the Admiralty requested information on the likely German opposition at Narvik. Vice-Admiral Whitworth replied one hour later, playing down likely German resistance:


Your 0913. Information from Norwegian sources estimates 1500–2000 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. He also states that guns on shore are being positioned with the main object of opposing a landing, but Cossack, aground in Narvik Bay for twelve hours yesterday, was not seriously molested.137

My 2210–13. 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 a similar composition; a special requirement being ships and destroyers with the best available A.A. armaments.138



Whitworth’s force then moved back into Vestfjord, leaving the destroyers Ivanhoe (which had joined the evening before) and Kimberley at Narvik, with orders to prevent the discharge of cargo, which might have included ammunition and military stores, from any of the merchant ships still afloat in the harbour. The squadron awaited further orders to be, in Admiral Whitworth’s words, ‘ready to operate against Narvik when required.’139

The call did not come. The Allied land forces were not ready to seize the initiative to take Narvik when it was at its most vulnerable, and the chance was lost.

Although the Royal Navy had achieved an overwhelming naval success at Narvik, the men involved, and the Admiralty, did not realise just how fortunate they had been. The loss of ships and men could have been far greater, and the outcome totally different. The Royal Navy had not been aware that the magnetic torpedoes being used by the U-boats at that time were completely useless. It was a major disaster for the Germans and extremely fortunate for the Allies, who, throughout the Norwegian campaign, lost only one ship from a torpedo fired by a U-boat. Grand Admiral Raeder, reporting to the German High Command on the abysmal performance of the U-boat arm in Norway, admitted that the new magnetic torpedoes had proved a failure, and declared that ‘[the] torpedo crisis is a national disaster.’140

With their surface fleet greatly depleted and damaged, and their U-boat arm so debilitated, the Germans had to turn to the Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe to complete their occupation of Norway, while the Allies needed to land and deploy whatever military capability they had, supported by the Royal Navy and supplied by the Merchant Navy, to try to eject the Germans. The RAF—envisaged, equipped and trained for an independent strategic role—would be able to contribute little to the evolving tactical requirements of the Campaign.


PART III

Fighting on Norwegian Soil


6

Disagreements Over Priorities: Trondheim and/or Narvik

Following the German invasion, the Allied Supreme War Council on 9 April envisaged an attack upon Narvik in the north and Trondheim in central Norway, with the retaking of Narvik as the first objective. It was an ambitious plan. The Allied Force would lack aircraft, anti-aircraft guns, tanks, transport, and training. Northern Norway was covered in deep snow and none of the British soldiers were skiers or equipped with snow-shoes or skis.

After the British naval victory at Narvik, the Allies, Churchill, and the Admiralty in particular, were keen to quickly regain Narvik, with its strategically ice-free harbour, in order to cut off much of Germany’s iron ore supplies from Sweden, and then to try to retake Trondheim. In the First Lord of the Admiralty’s view at the time, Narvik could certainly be taken and held, and Trondheim, if taken, would hold back any German advance northwards until the hold on Narvik could be consolidated. He claimed Cabinet support for the recapture and defence of both Narvik and Trondheim.1

The Germans themselves regarded Trondheim as of vital importance. Intercepted Allied signals indicated the probability of Allied landings in the Trondheim area, and on 14 April, the German High Command issued the directive:


(a) The Army (Group XXI) was to reinforce the garrison at Trondheim as soon as possible, taking possession of the railway Oslo–Dombaas and Aandalsnes.

(b) The navy was to concentrate U-boats in the waters around Trondheim and Aalesund, and to arrange for the transport of the most important supplies by U-boats to Trondheim.

(c) The Luftwaffe to destroy enemy troops already landed; to prevent further landings in the Aandaslsnes [sic.] area; to occupy Dombaas with paratroops and to send airborne reinforcements to Trondheim.2



The Germans were obviously determined to hold Trondheim as a first priority. While their forces in the Oslo and Stavanger areas of southern Norway could be supplied by sea without great difficulty because they had control of the Skagerrak, the provisioning of those forces in the northern Narvik area, cut off from seaborne succour, had to be supplied entirely by air, which placed limitations on the size and strengths of the forces which could be maintained there. The Germans needed to hold Trondheim as a key staging post for any further expansion northwards, and enable the supply and a join-up with their forces there.

Notwithstanding this, under the code name ‘Rupert’, the Allies’ initial first priority was Narvik. On 12 April, a major Allied landing force, Convoy NP 1, had left the Clyde in three liners, Empress of Australia, Monarch of Bermuda, and Reina del Pacifico, to be joined later by two further liners sailing from Scapa Flow: Batory and Chrobry. In addition to their close screen of destroyers, their escort was reinforced by Admiral Layton’s two cruisers Manchester and Birmingham, joining at 7.00 p.m. on the 13th off Cape Wrath. They were then further strengthened by the battleship Valiant, the fleet repair ship Vindictive, and six destroyers: Codrington, Acasta, Ardent, Fearless, Griffin, and Brazen. This powerful taskforce then set sail for Vestfjord and Narvik at a speed of 14 knots.3 The troops on board the liners, all destined for Narvik, were under the command of Maj.-Gen. P. J. Mackesy, who had left Scapa Flow on 12 April aboard the cruiser Southampton, arriving in the Narvik area, actually in Vaags Fjord, at daylight on 14 April. He was accompanied by a small staff and the Southampton also had on board the 1st Battalion Scots Guards.4

Maj.-Gen. Mackesy, a Royal Engineer, was to have a difficult and ultimately unsatisfactory time in command. CIGS Gen. Ironside, his superior, and First Sea Lord Admiral Pound had selected their respective commanders for Rupert Force without deciding upon a joint plan of action, and with no consideration of the characters, capabilities, and compatibility of their appointees.

Maj.-Gen. Mackesy was, by training, a methodical and cautious soldier, arguably with little experience at a senior level of soldiering under wartime conditions. He had trained as an engineer and served on engineering assignments in Africa and France until the end of the First World War, then on staff duties in Russia following the revolution. He had commanded an infantry brigade in Palestine between 1933 and 1938 and was commander of the 49 Division (West Riding) and Area Territorial Army from 1938 to 1940.5 Mackesy had not met or had the opportunity of making any plans with his naval counterpart before they had both left, separately, for Narvik. Furthermore, Maj.-Gen. Mackesy had been designated commander of the aborted Narvik expedition of two months earlier, ostensibly to assist the Finns against the Russians, when all the planning, training, and equipping for that expedition had been in the expectation of an unopposed, or at worst light Norwegian resistance. Now the situation was very different. The substance of the instructions now given to Maj.-Gen. Mackesy by the CIGS included:


The object of the Force will be to eject the Germans from the Narvik area and to establish control of Narvik itself.… Your initial task will be to establish your force at Harstad, ensure the co-operation of Norwegian Forces that may be there, and obtain the information necessary to enable you to plan your further operations.… It is not intended that you should land in the face of opposition. You may however be faced with opposition owing to mistaken identity; you will therefore take such steps as are suitable to establish the nationality of your Force before abandoning the attempt. The decision whether to land or not will be taken when the senior naval officer in consultation with you.… A landing must be carried out when you have sufficient troops.6



The naval commander with whom Maj.-Gen. Mackesy would have to work in the closest collaboration, was Admiral of the Fleet Sir William Boyle, 12th Earl of Cork and Orrery. Lord Cork had been appointed Flag Officer Narvik on 10 April, in charge of naval operations for the attack on Narvik. He greatly outranked both Maj.-Gen. Mackesy and Admiral Forbes, the C-in-C of the Home Fleet. His appointment, for what was a relatively junior post, caused surprise and, in some quarters envy, in view of his age and rank. Admiral Sir William James, then Commander-in-Chief Portsmouth, was to record that his old, now retired, Commander-in-Chief and friend Admiral of the Fleet Lord Keyes, who had not been to sea for twelve years and was now a Member of Parliament for Portsmouth North, had lobbied Churchill when the German attack upon Norway became known, with a scheme to lead a naval assault on Trondheim, but had failed in his quest:


He had all my sympathy; he was so buoyant and eager; and yet the serious drama seemed to be turning to comedy when he told me that if there had been a plan [to deal with any German invasion of Norway] it had been torn up and that another Admiral of the Fleet was going to Norway in command of a force that would normally be commanded by a Captain or Rear Admiral.7



Lord Cork was sixty-seven years old and had last served in command of the Home Fleet between 1933 and 1935. In character, he was a fiery, energetic man whose appointment owed much to the patronage of Pound and his aggressive spirit, which appealed to Churchill. He had earlier been selected by Churchill to plan and lead Operation Catherine, the ill-conceived Baltic expedition aborted some two months earlier. Lord Cork was to prove the complete antithesis of Maj.-Gen. Mackesy in thinking, planning and actions:


Lord Cork was of course senior to Admiral Forbes, the C-in-C Home Fleet, but although his last sea-going command had ended five years earlier his personality had proved attractive to Churchill as a ‘offensive-minded’ officer. But he received only the most perfunctory of briefing from the First Lord and the First Sea Lord before he left London, was given no written instructions, and had not met the military commander Major General P. J. Mackesy until both arrived—in different cruisers—at Harstad. Thus were sown plentiful seeds for muddle and confusion.8



Lord Cork’s account of his appointment reveals the confusion and complete mismatch of instructions being given to the respective army and naval commanders:


On the afternoon of 10 April received a message from First Sea Lord. Informed by him that a combined expedition was to be sent to Narvik and that I was to go in charge of the naval force. Then accompanied him to a meeting of Senior Ministers and Chiefs of Staff where whole matter was discussed. That same evening attended further meeting on subject in First Sea Lord’s room.

On the afternoon of Thursday 11 April saw the first Lord [Churchill] for a few minutes and left the same night for Rosyth accompanied by a small staff. My 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 promptitude in order to attain this result.9



Lord Cork’s appointment had not been accompanied by written orders and neither had he been informed of Mackesy’s orders, or that the troops in the convoy were not in a position for immediate action.

Rear Admiral Maund, on the staff of the Inter-Service Training and Development Centre, was the recipient of another hasty appointment, as Chief of Staff to Lord Cork:


One morning early in April, the tenth I think, a telegram was received … to report to the Admiralty at once. On arrival … I learned that plans to land at Narvik were under discussion and I was to be available to advise, as a landing operation would have to be staged. There were two meetings that afternoon and evening, and I learned that a meeting was to take place in the First Sea Lord’s room to discuss the operation. At a quarter past midnight I was called in. It was a sadly overworked and tired group of officers that sat around the table.… I was to go as Chief of Staff to the Naval Commander for the attack on Narvik and that I was to join the Army Commander, who was on a ship at Scapa, at once. I asked for information about the enemies [sic.] forces and what the plan for the operations was to be. I was told it was no time to talk of these things. My job was to get packed and catch an aeroplane that left Hendon for Scapa at 4.30am, or roughly in four hours [sic.] time. It was nothing if not an imperial pier-head jump.10



Rear Admiral Maund caught the 4.30 a.m. plane from Hendon:


Brigadier Lund was my only companion and he carried a letter of instructions from the C.I.G.S. to General Mackesy, the Army Commander. These … told the General that he was to make contact with the Norwegian Army, or what remained of it in the Narvik area, and to prepare plans for the capture of the town now occupied by the Germans. It was appreciated that the deep snow would prevent immediate operations but we should be ready to attack the moment the thaw allowed.11



These instructions to Mackesy were accompanied, and further confused, by a hand-written message from Gen. Ironside which included the injunction: ‘Latest information is that there are 3,000 Germans in Narvik. They must have been knocked about by naval action.… You may have a chance of taking advantage of naval action and you should do so if you can.… Boldness is required.’12

Churchill was later to observe that this message was somewhat different from the formal instructions.13

The land campaign would be commanded and led by the British, who would be supplying most of the troops involved. The formations being ferried in the first convoy, NP 1, consisted of the 24th Brigade under the command of Brig. Fraser, made up largely of Midlands territorial regiments, the 1st Battn Irish Guards, 2nd Battn South Wales Borderers and the remainder of the 1st Battn Scots Guards.14 They would later be reinforced by French and Polish formations and work with what remained of the Norwegian Army. For some formations, the call to arms was sudden, although not unexpected. Both Battalions of the Irish Guards were in Wellington Barracks, London, on ceremonial duties when the call came on 10 April. To the chagrin of the 2nd Battalion, Lt-Col Faulkner’s 1st Battalion was chosen. The guardsmen boarded Green Line buses (scrawled with messages such as ‘See the Midnight Sun’ and ‘The North Pole Express’) for Euston railway station and the first stages of their journey, piped away from their barracks with cries of advice to ‘keep your head down Mick’ from their comrades left behind.15 The Battalion arrived at Glasgow on the morning of 11 April. Their train went straight to the King George V Dock and drew up alongside the liner Monarch of Bermuda. They boarded with their personal kit and sailed at 3.00 that afternoon.16

Another contingent was the 1st Battn Scots Guards under the command of Lt-Col. Trappes-Lomax. They had been engaged on ceremonial duties and training in London, and left there on 6 April for Glasgow, to embark on the 13,000-ton Polish liner Batory. The battalion sailed from the Clyde on 10 April to join the Chobry, which was another Polish liner carrying the Hallamshire Territorial Battalion and, with a destroyer escort, arrived at Scapa Flow on 11 April. A detachment of the Scots Guards was transferred to the cruiser Southampton with the objective of carrying out a landing north of Narvik.17

At 12.30 p.m. on the 12th, Batory and Chobry got under way and rendezvoused with Empress of Australia, Monarch of Bermuda and Reino del Pacifico some 20 miles north of Cape Wrath. On the next day, the convoy ran into heavy weather and one Guards Officer found that ‘it really became magnificent to see the way the warships with decks awash thrust through the great seas, but others were in no state to take an interest’.18

Even as convoy NP 1 was making its way to Harstad, its agreed base for ejecting the Germans from Narvik, the British War Cabinet was changing its priorities. Within the Cabinet there was a growing consensus, led by Lord Halifax and the Foreign Office, that the recapture of Trondheim ought to be a major, even primary, objective. The Foreign Office were concerned that the growing German grip on Southern Norway was affecting opinion in Sweden, which might join the German camp or at least be more accommodating to their demands. The Foreign Office case for action against Trondheim had been encouraged by an ambitious plan floated by Churchill in a letter to Chamberlain on 11 April in which he proposed trying to persuade Sweden to join the Allies in the war against Germany. The Foreign Office argument was further strengthened by a telegram from Sir Cecil Dormer, British Minister in Norway, recommending the concentration of military action in the central part of Norway which, he believed, would have a far greater political impact within Norwegian circles than any operations in the far north of the country.

Trondheim, the third largest town in the country, was the ancient capital of Norway and the crowning place of its kings. It was also the meeting point of the two main routes from Oslo, and the main route from Norway into Sweden, as well as being the only road and rail link to Narvik and the north that existed at the time. In addition, it had a large, well-equipped, sheltered harbour and a nearby airfield.

The Norwegian Government, evacuated from the capital Oslo, and being continuously pushed north from temporary refuge to temporary refuge while the remnants of its army tried to stem the tide of the German occupation, also wanted the Allies to concentrate upon Trondheim. Because of its symbolic, political, and strategic importance, its recapture, would be a major, probably fatal, blow to German ambitions in Norway.

Militarily, Norway had only some 12,000 troops who had no armour or anti-tank guns, very few anti-aircraft guns, and, typically, its citizen-soldiers had received only a few weeks basic training. These troops, most belatedly mobilised, were widely distributed about Norway. There were around 7,000 men of the 6th Division commanded by Gen. Carl Fleischer in the far north, mostly along the border with Finland and far from German-occupied Narvik. Some 3,000 men of the 5th Division under Maj.-Gen. Jacob Laurantzon were located in the area behind Trondheim and some 260 miles north of Bergen. Three of the four divisions located in southern Norway were unable to make any effective contribution to Norway’s cause because of the overwhelming presence the German forces there. However, one division, the 2nd, commanded by Gen. Jacob Haug, was far from ineffectual. Within one week of the German invasion, Haug had accumulated about 3,000 men, making full use of increasing numbers of civilian volunteers, reservists and retired officers.19

The newly designated Norwegian Army commander, Gen. Otto Ruge, realised that he could not hope to face the Germans in open terrain without armour or artillery, and decided that Norway’s best chance lay in fighting to recover Trondheim in the hope that the Allies would quickly come to their aid, making use of the excellent harbour facilities there. Militarily, no town in Norway was so strategically placed. It lay at the head of two valleys—the Gudbrandsdal and the Østerdal that led south through the mountains to the capital Oslo, and was at the foot of the only road and rail link with northern Norway.

Gen. Ruge, who wanted the Allies to make Trondheim the priority, decided to make his army’s stand in the mountainous country some 160 miles to the south of Trondheim, where the terrain was to the Norwegian’s advantage. The valley floors were narrow and difficult for tanks to negotiate. The valley sides were steep, heavily wooded, and covered in snow, offering concealment and cover for Norwegian defenders. Ruge planned to deploy his troops along the valley sides to ambush the enemy formations and slow down their progress by blowing up bridges and tunnels, and to block the roads with felled trees and rock slides—all holding tactics until the Allies came to take Trondheim from the sea.

In London, the British High Command was experiencing as much confusion, and probably more disarray, than their Norwegian counterparts. Gen. Ironside records that, even as Operation Rupert to retake Narvik was moving ahead—even as convoy NP 1 was set to sail, and the CIGS had issued, and already modified, his orders to Gen. Mackesy—doubts were beginning to take hold. On 11 April, at a meeting of the Military Co-ordination Committee, the Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Cyril Newall, raised the question of an operation against Trondheim or Bergen, after Narvik had been recaptured, and authority was given to the Chiefs of Staff to study this project, but not to prepare for it. Gen. Ironside decided to put Operation Maurice, as the expedition to take Bergen and Trondheim was to be called, under the command of Lt-Gen. Carton de Wiart, an inspirational warrior, much wounded and decorated, whose battle experience dated back forty years to the Boer War. Lieutenant-General Sir Adrian Carton de Wiart had fought in five campaigns, spanning the period from the Boer War in 1901 to the Narvik Campaign in 1940. Severely wounded eleven times, losing both a hand and an eye, he was awarded the Victoria Cross on the Somme in 1916. Later in the Second World War, he was head of a military mission to Yugoslavia and from 1943–1945 was Prime Minster Winston Churchill’s personal representative to General Chiang Kai-Shek, the Chinese nationalist leader. At the time of the Norwegian Campaign, de Wiart was at that time commanding the Midland Territorial 61st Division, with headquarters at Oxford:


In the middle of the night there was a telephone message for me to report to the War Office. It dawned on me the reason might be Norway, especially as I had never been there and knew nothing about it.20



Carton de Wiart, retired, was recalled from his estate home in the Masurian Lakes in Poland in July 1939 to head a new military mission to Poland. Following Russian invasion of Poland, he escaped to England via Romania. The CIGS knew that here was a man whom nothing could deter and nobody frighten; ideally suited to command forces assembled without planning and without adequate resources or clearly defined objectives. By the 12th, the War Cabinet was being strongly pressed by the Norwegian Government to recapture Trondheim, the suggestion being that, unless this was achieved, Norway and Sweden might capitulate. The Cabinet agreed that even small-scale landings on the Norwegian coast would be valuable from a political point of view, and the Military Co-ordination Committee ordered a plan to be prepared.21

From then on, events moved quickly. From Gen. Ironside’s diary entry, written at 1 a.m. on 12 April:


I really cannot go to bed without putting down my last conference. Over came the First Lord, Pound and little Phillips, the Deputy Chief of Naval Staff, with Newall and Joubert de la Ferté. They wanted me to divert part of the force for Narvik for Namsos, with a view to ‘staking a claim’, as they put it, for Trondheim. I told them my reasons for not thinking it possible, and then it came out that General Mackesy, instead of sailing at 11am [on the 11th] was to sail at 12 noon on the 12th—that is a delay of 24 hours. Nobody had said a word to me of this, although the Naval Staff knew this after lunch on 11th. Then I found that they had had a destroyer into Namsos who made no touch with the people there, and they knew it and said nothing. Anything worse as staff work I have never heard. Maddening. I am afraid I lost my temper and banged the table.… I shan’t get much sleep tonight.22



Later that day, at a meeting of the Co-ordination Committee, Churchill hedged. He wanted Trondheim occupied as soon as possible, but not at the expense of Narvik:


We had a dreadful Co-ordination Meeting under Churchill.… I couldn’t get him to draft the orders under which we were to operate. Eventually we decided upon Namsos just north of Trondheim. Not before the 16th, four days from now.23



Gen. Ironside was having serious misgivings about the military implications of the shift in priorities, but both he and his military political master, the Minister for War Oliver Stanley, were coming under increasing pressure, even from within the War Office. John Colville’s diary entry for 12 April stated:


P. J. Grigg, the Permanent Secretary at the War Office, came in and told us that many people in the War Office are pressing for us to concentrate on retaking Trondheim instead of Narvik [the Norwegian Government is also asking us to do this]. Grigg says that Ironside [‘Tiny’] and Stanley are not adopting a sensible attitude and he remarked.… ‘We must get the p.m. to take a hand in this before Winston and Tiny go and bugger up the whole war.’24



The next day, 13 April, the uncertainty and arguments over the priority objective continued. From Ironside’s diary:


At the Cabinet we had the most extraordinary debate upon whether we ought to shift from Narvik to Trondheim. I am glad to say that Winston backed me up in saying that we must deal with Narvik first. If the Trondheim expedition is so important that we must go for it, then we must at least invest Narvik. My instructions from Winston last night were that Trondheim was to be a ‘diversion’. Now in the eyes of the Cabinet it has became [sic.] a ‘main operation’, all because of a wire that has come from the Military Attaché in Stockholm. I have therefore sent to Mackesy to tell him to curtail his wings after taking Narvik and to Carton de Wiart to open his wings a bit at Namsos.25



The confusion in Cabinet inevitably filtered down to the lesser mortals charged with implementing the changing priorities and objectives. Lt-Col. Dudley W. Clarke was a staff officer in Whitehall attached to the ‘No 2 Lines of Communication Area: North West Expeditionary Force.’26 On Saturday afternoon, 13 April, he was ordered to ‘deliver last minute instructions at Rosyth to the commander of a detached brigade which was to be landed somewhere in the west of Norway.’27 This brigade—the 148th—together with the 146th, made up the two territorial infantry brigades of Maj.-Gen. Carton de Wiart’s command. The 148th, under Brig. Morgan, was to act independently on the General’s flank as a separate diversionary force. It was to Brig. Morgan that Lt-Col. Clarke had to deliver, in person, the final instructions of the Army Council. In the event, they were not to be the final instructions in the rapidly changing situation as German forces poured through Oslo, increasingly threatening the major port of Trondheim, which was only lightly held by German troops who had landed from the sea four days earlier.

Lt-Col. Clarke also found himself responsible for taking £10,000 in bank notes from the Paymaster’s Office and eight mailbags of maps and secret papers. He was charged with conducting a Norwegian Liaison Officer—‘Krefting’, a London based businessman, unearthed only that morning and commissioned into the British Army during the afternoon—for Brig Morgan’s staff. Finally, Clarke had to find and take a set of Maj.-Gen. rank badges in case circumstances arose which necessitated the promotion of Brig. Morgan to that rank. Lt-Col. Clarke handed over the secret mail bags to the Brigade Major and the £10,000 to the Field Cashier:


Both were to fall into German hands almost in their original wrappings before another ten days had passed, but no such premonition could have been further from our minds on that spring morning in Rosyth.28



Having briefed Brig. Morgan, and helped liaise with the Royal Navy over the conveying of the Brigadier to Norway, Clarke’s mission was now complete. He was not looking forward to a return to his desk at the War Office. It occurred to him that, based on his supply line experience gained from his recent African assignment, there might be a role for him in the planning of lines of communication in Norway:


[There] might be much to gain from a preliminary look over the regions in which it [the Brigade] would have to operate—the harbours, docks, roads, railways, base facilities, etc. What is more, I had a notion that Morgan might welcome an extra helping hand. He was embarking upon an entirely independent role in an unknown country with a staff composed of young Territorials, and with a force in which only one other officer had any previous experience of warfare.… I asked him if he would like me to go to Norway with him, and his answer left me in no further doubt.29



Clarke telegraphed the very busy War Office proposing that he should go to Norway on detachment to Morgan’s staff. His proposal, not specifically asking for permission, was understandably not immediately replied to, given the chaotic conditions of the time in the War Office, and Clarke decided that ‘since no reply came and, assuming to indicate assent, I attached myself to Sickle Force with a clear conscience.’30

He sailed for Norway as a member of Brigadier Morgan’s staff.

Churchill and Ironside were now fighting a losing battle to retain Narvik as the primary objective, and the plans being pushed for making an opposed landing against Trondheim.

In the end, Churchill was forced to concede that the capture of Trondheim should take priority, and undertook to secure French permission that their contribution to the Norwegian Campaign, their Chasseurs Alpins troops, could be diverted to an attack on Trondheim. From the First Lord’s memoirs he records that neither he nor the War Minister liked the dispersion of the forces and would still have preferred to concentrate on Narvik.31 There was also a surge of opinion in favour of Trondheim from beyond the Cabinet since the public, the newspapers, and their military correspondents had been discussing such a policy openly.32

A major factor in the general thinking and decision to downgrade Narvik as the primary objective was the news of the annihilation of the German naval force there on 13 April—‘The Second Battle of Narvik’—and Vice-Admiral Whitworth’s optimism in his report about the ease with which Narvik could be retaken, which made the prioritisation of Trondheim almost inevitable. Then, in an early morning confrontation with General Ironside, the now-converted Churchill demanded that the rear half of Convoy NP 1, en route to Narvik, be redirected to Namsos as the vanguard for the attack on Trondheim.

According to Gen. Ironside (and confirmed some years later by his then Military Assistant), at 2 a.m. on 14 April, Winston Churchill, accompanied by Deputy Chief of Naval Staff Admiral Phillips, came to see Ironside in his room at the War Office.33 According to the Gen.’s account, Churchill said:


Tiny, we are going for the wrong place. We should go for Trondheim. The Navy will make a direct attack on it and I want a small force of good troops, well led, to follow up the naval attack. I also want landings made north and south of Trondheim, one at Namsos and the other at Andalsnes [sic.], to co-operate with the assault when it comes off by a pincer movement on Trondheim.34



Gen. Ironside claimed that he protested that he had no troops available until Narvik had been taken, but that then Churchill insisted that the rear half of the Narvik convoy, which was carrying the 146th Territorial Brigade, should be diverted to Namsos. An argument ensued, with Ironside pointing out that if half the Narvik force were removed, the operation would be ruined. The troops and equipment had been loaded, and administration so organised, that everything would be upset if half the convoy were removed. There would also be no commander for the rear half because Brigadier Phillips had gone ahead with Gen. Mackesy. As far as Gen. Ironside knew, the after half of the convoy had no officer of higher rank than Lieutenant-Colonel, and even the name of the senior one was not known:


I asked the First Lord of the Admiralty if he were acting as chairman of the Military Co-ordination Committee and was told ‘yes’. I did not like the scheme and protested.35



Despite the misgivings of the CIGS, the decision to split the convoy and to simultaneously attack both Trondheim and Narvik prevailed. This second late night/early morning meeting between Churchill and Ironside probably marked the point at which sixty-year-old Ironside, isolated and exhausted, resigned himself to the political pressures and the opening of a new front in central Norway.36


7

Fighting to the South of Trondheim

AUTHOR’S NOTE. With the Allied efforts now split between Central Norway and Trondheim and Northern Norway and Narvik, it is chronologically more appropriate for the present to concentrate on the Central Sector and to temporarily leave until later the Northern Sector in which action, in the main, took place in the latter half of the two-month Campaign. 

In Convoy NP1’s close screen of destroyers, the Senior Officer of the Escort was Commander S. H. R. Spurgeon on Echo. It was he who received the order to split the convoy:


By daylight on April 14 … the approaches to Narvik were in sight. From then on Echo proceeded on her course towards Narvik, as ordered before departure from Scapa Flow, until sighting three destroyers approaching from the starboard bow. They identified themselves as ‘friend’ and signalled ‘Convoy to split; Chobry and Empress of Australia to proceed to Namsos.1



The split off two liners were to be escorted by the cruisers Manchester, Birmingham, and Cairo, as well as three destroyers. The remainder of the convoy proceeded on towards the Narvik area. Maj.-Gen. Mackesy arrived in the area in the cruiser Southampton at daylight on 14 April, accompanied by his staff and the two companies of 1st Batt Scots Guards, and set about setting up his base at Harstad. The Guards were landed at Salangsverket and Sjoveien in the Sagfjord and made contact with elements of the Norwegian Division. By evening, they were at Salangen on the mainland, between thirty and forty miles north-west of Narvik.2

Lord Cork arrived at Skelfjord at 8 p.m. on 14 April in the cruiser Aurora.3 His original destination had been Harstad, where Maj.-Gen. Mackesy, the General Officer commanding the troops was on passage, as was the military convoy. He was to change his immediate plans on receipt of Vice-Admiral Whitworth’s speculative and optimistic signal from Warspite, after the German destroyers had all been sunk at Narvik the previous day:


I am convinced that Narvik can be taken by direct assault now without fear of meeting serious opposition on landing. I consider that the main landing force need only be small, but that it must have the support of Force B or one of similar composition.4



Force B included the battleship Warspite.

The hastily conceived expedition to take Trondheim was doomed from the onset by indecision, rapid changes of plan, and inadequate resources. Initially the plan, buoyed up by the success of the naval battles of 10 and 13 April at Narvik, was to take the town, thirty miles from the sea up the narrow Trondheim fjord, by direct naval assault and the landing of troops from accompanying troopships. There would be a small scale diversionary landing at Namsos—Operation Maurice—at the head of Namsenfjord, some eighty miles to the north of Trondheim. Accordingly, the cruisers Galatea and Arethusa were ordered to escort the troopship Orion, which was carrying the 146th Territorial Brigade to Namsos. Another force, under Brig. Morgan, had been dumped ashore on 8 April when Plan R4 was cancelled. This force (‘Sickleforce’, consisting of the 148th Brigade) was now to be diverted to land at Aandalsnes, a small town at the head of Romsdalsfjord, 150 miles to the south of Trondheim. Here it was hoped that they would join up with Norwegian Army elements under General Ruge, fighting to stem the advance of German main forces from Oslo towards Trondheim. The landings at Namsos and Aandalsnes were intended as diversions to distract the Germans and draw off their troops from the north and south of the immediate Trondheim area in order to facilitate Operation Hammer, the Royal Navy led full-frontal assault upon the port.

In preparation for the landings north and south of Trondheim, the cruisers Glasgow and Sheffield, under the command of Capt. F. H. Pegram in Glasgow, with destroyers of the 4th and 6th flotilla, scoured the area for enemy warships and searched for suitable small ports where troops could be landed. In the words of Capt. P. Vian, on Afridi:


The two flotillas separated, to visit and inspect possible landing ports. In doing so we came under heavy air attack from a succession of Junkers 88, which were conveniently based on the Stavanger airfield nearby.

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 to manoeuvre, and the aircraft’s approach was screened by the rock walls. As often as not, when they did come in view it was at such an angle that our 4.7 inch guns, whose maximum elevation was only forty degrees, could not reach them.5



Capt. Vian’s experience was to be shared time and again by sailors and soldiers throughout the Norwegian Campaign, which would ruthlessly expose to the Allies what German bombers, and particularly dive-bombers, could do to warships, merchantmen, and troops operating with little to no air support. The RAF could do almost nothing against the German air onslaught. The Luftwaffe had a tremendous advantage, in that their forces had seized control of virtually every airfield and supply port in southern and central Norway.6 From these airfields, or from bases in Denmark only some two hundred miles from Trondheim, they could operate with impunity. In contrast, the RAF had no airfields in Norway, and faced overwater flights of between 600 and 1,000 miles from their bases in the United Kingdom to reach targets in Norway. The naval carrier-borne aircraft were not only obsolescent in design and performance, but were also markedly inferior to their German opponents, and they were not always available or (because of technical problems or severe weather conditions at sea) operational.

The Norwegian Campaign also confirmed the limitations of the RAF’s policy of strategic bombing with ‘heavy’ twin-engined aircraft. These planes (Wellingtons, Whitleys, and Hampdens) did not have the range to operate successfully over Norway; they were designed and equipped, and their crews trained, for daylight bombing against large land targets, railway marshalling yards and the like. They had poor defensive capability against modern fighters and were totally unsuitable for close support work and pin-point attacks in aid of naval or land operations. However, the British were most at disadvantage over the distances involved:


[Our] air attacks were now concentrated against the German-held airfields. As far as our own needs were concerned, however, the most important was the ill-developed but commodious landing ground at Vaernes, near Trondheim.… To put the Luftwaffe out of business at Vaernes would therefore be of the utmost benefit to our plans. Unfortunately, however … Vaernes was not within the effective striking distance of our daylight bombers. Only the Whitleys could strike at this range without undue risk, and these had to operate by night, when the chances of identifying an airfield in Norway were slender. The result was that our main air effort came to be directed against the airfield which was the easiest to reach, locate and to attack—that of Stavanger/Sola.… Stavanger/Sola, 450 miles from our bomber bases on the east coast, was raided for the first time on the night of 11/12 April, and more heavily on 14 April. Thereafter it was bombed regularly; for by 14 April British forces were landing on Norwegian soils, and the bombing of Stavanger was one of the few available means of reducing the weight of German air attack against them.7



Back on land in the Namsos area, since little was known about the strength of any German forces there, Royal Marine detachments from the Glasgow and Sheffield, as well as armed naval personnel, were transferred to destroyers and landed ashore to investigate. The operation, with some 350 participants, was given the codename ‘Henry’ and was intended to prepare the way for the larger ‘Operation Maurice’. Namsos was found to be free of German presence, but covered in deep snow, making all movement difficult. The town was occupied, and Capt. Nicholson in the destroyer Somali awaited the arrival of the military commander and the main force for Operation Maurice, due to arrive in the Empress of Australia and Chobry. The military commander of Operation Maurice, Maj.-Gen. Carton de Wiart, arrived by air in spectacular fashion:


The General arrived characteristically, his flying boat being shot up by a German fighter as it landed in the fiord. His A.D.C. was wounded but he himself reached Somali undamaged.8



Gen. Carton de Wiart’s own account makes light of the desperateness of his appointment and arrival in Norway:


Having got my orders, I collected my kit and flew up to Scotland the next day, April 13th. We were to fly across to Norway the same night but were delayed by a blizzard, and took off the next morning in a Sunderland. We did not seem set for victory from the start as poor Elliott was sick the whole way over, and on arrival at Namsos we were attacked by a German fighter. Captain Elliott was wounded and had to return to England in the same plane to spend several weeks in hospital.… While the German plane was attacking us we landed on the water and my pilot tried to lure me into the dinghy which we carried. I refused firmly, having no intention of allowing a Hun plane the pleasure of pursuing me in a wobbly and clumsy rubber dinghy when the Sunderland was still on top of the water. When the German had fired all his ammunition he flew off, and one of our Tribal Class destroyers, the Somali, sent a boat over to take me on board.9



De Wiart does not mention that he was one month short of his sixtieth birthday and had lost an arm and an eye during forty years of active service. De Wiart had style; he was a soldier’s soldier.

Capt. Nicholson had quickly concluded that Namsos would not be suitable for the berthing of the two liners and the envisaged disembarkation of their troops. It lay at the end of a long narrow fjord, with steep snow-covered hillsides running down to the water’s edge. Trondheim was 130 miles away by road and some 170 miles by rail. Namsos’s disembarkation facilities consisted of a single stone quay and a smaller wooden pier. There was also a small wooden pier at the hamlet of Bangsund on the other side of the Namsen river. The troopships and the disembarking soldiers would be extremely vulnerable to air attacks in the confined area. He recommended that the Empress of Australia and Chobry not be sent directly to Namsos, but that their troops be disembarked onto destroyers away from enemy air attack, for transfer ashore at Namsos. Gen. Carton de Wiart agreed with this assessment, and the Admiralty ordered that the two troopships be berthed in a remote anchorage at Lillesjona, some 100 miles north of Namsos.

Somali was by now completely out of ammunition. The destroyer had undergone three sustained air attacks and had successfully evaded sixty bombs. During her final hours at Namsos she had had to resort to firing practice shells at the attacking German bombers ‘for morale effect’, but travelled up to Lillesjona with General Carton de Wiart so that he could join up with his troops disembarking from the liners to ferrying destroyers.10 The General and his staff transferred to the Afridi, and Somali returned home to rearm.

Capt. Vian assumed command of the destroyer force which, in addition to Afridi, consisted of Sikh, Matabele, Mashona and Nubian, the latter having escorted the oiler War Pindari to Lillesjona. The destroyers refuelled, although it was not without incident:


The destroyers were ordered to refuel from an oiler which had been provided. Afridi was hardly alongside before the Junkers arrived, an uncomfortable position to be in during the bombing attacks, since we could only fire on one side.11



After refuelling the destroyers commenced taking on board troops from the Royal Lincolnshire and York and Lancaster Regiments, but had to depart hurriedly with their soldiers for Namsos when enemy bombers again found them:


As we lay immobilised at Lillesjona alongside the transports, embarking two of the three battalions carried, enemy aircraft again attacked us. They scored some near misses’ [sic.] which did no considerable damage. Lillesjona at this time was out of reach of the Stuka dive-bombers, which could hardly have failed to score some hits had they been employed.

The lack of air cover, which was to prove fatal to the success of the whole campaign, was already a depressing feature. The effect of even a token fighter protection, which at one stage took the form of an old Gladiator or Skua was most remarkable. So long as one of these aircraft was about, every enemy bomber kept clear.12



C. F. Lane, a reservist NCO with the Royal Lincolnshire Regiment was on board the Empress of Australia:


We were roused from our slumbers by one hell of a row.… Everybody was on their feet putting on their equipment, getting their rifles and Brens and then it was up on deck at the double where there was pandemonium. There were guns blazing in all directions … and above all the din there were swarms of dive bombers [sic.] sailing through the flak as if they were on a training trip. There were all these bloody ships anchored … some of them pretty close to one another, and the bombers must have thought Christmas had come bloody early. One had to admire the pilots though, as they came in to drop their bombs, they sailed through the heavy flak to do their job.… Several bombs were dropped round the ships but there were no hits. In all this furore I was surprised at the calmness of the men around me;… They were more like kids on an outing to a Sunday Air Show, making remarks like ‘look at that cheeky sod going through the Flak’.… Orders came ‘One company to each destroyer’. Our company, ‘D’, were the first off … to board the destroyer Alfridi [sic.].… Anyhow everyone made it without anyone falling in. All the time this was taking place the German bombers were coming over in relays, dropping their bombs and going back.13



The five destroyers arrived at Namsos during the afternoon of 16 April and landed battalions of the 1st/4th Royal Lincolnshire and 1st/4th (Hallamshire) York and Lancaster Regiments, so that by daybreak some 1,000 men were ashore and dispersed into the wooded hillsides. Evidence of the dockside unloading was obliterated in order to deceive German reconnaissance planes.

Unfortunately, in the haste and confusion of unloading at small congested harbours, all the while under air attack, not all the stores and supplies were landed; thus, the Empress of Australia sailed for home with some 170 tons of weapons, rations, and ammunition still on board, leaving the 146 Brigade with only two days’ supplies. Also missing, but on his way, was Brig. C. P. Phillips, Commander of 146 Brigade, who had been taken to Harstad with the rest of Gen. Mackesy’s senior officers when Convoy NP 1 had been split.

C. F. Lane remembered the landing and the loss of supplies:


It must have been four in the afternoon before the raids became more spasmodic, and the ship’s crew still hadn’t finished their breakfasts. Finally we arrived at our landing place, a small village on the Namsosfiord by the name of Grong … about 6 p.m.… Our company pushed on about a mile and then took cover in one of the houses as snow was still thick everywhere … it must have been about 10.00pm before there was any respite from the air.… By now the pangs of hunger were beginning to show. No stores or food were landed as most of them had been left on H.M.S. Berwick.… Our last meal was on the Saturday teatime on the Empress of Australia … this was to be our last proper meal for nearly a month. There wasn’t even a packet of biscuits or a tin of bully beef among the whole company. We couldn’t even have a brew as we had nothing to brew and … there was no way you could light a fire without giving the German airmen what they were looking for. It was bitterly cold … and troops were sleeping as best they could.14



At sunset, the Chobry sailed into Namsosfjord, escorted by the anti-aircraft cruiser Curlew and five destroyers, to land the third battalion of the 1st/4th Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry at Namsos, but was unable to unload all her stores and had to leave at 2.00 a.m. on 18 April before the Luftwaffe returned. The Chobry was forced to return the following night to discharge the remaining stores, and left for home the next morning with a cargo of timber from Namsos.15 The Curlew had to return home also to re-fuel leaving the Cairo as the only anti-aircraft cruiser in the area.

Maj.-Gen. Carton de Wiart was now left awaiting the arrival of the three battalions of French Chasseurs-Alpins under Maj.-Gen. Maurice Audet, arriving in three small 5,000-ton troopships (El Djezair, El Mansour, and El Katara, requisitioned from the North African shipping trade), and the 10,000-ton Ville d’Oran. They were escorted by the French cruiser Émile Bertin and French destroyers. During the passage up the fjord, led by Cairo, the French ships, like the British earlier, were attacked by the Luftwaffe:


They hit the Émile Bertin, flagship of Admiral Derrien, early in the attack, about 1800, and she went home. The Cairo and the French destroyers took the troopships to Namsos.16



After the discharge of troops and stores, the Émile Bertin and the convoy sailed for home, escorted by Cairo and reinforced by the cruiser Manchester, which remained in company until their arrival off the Shetlands. The absence of the anti-aircraft cruiser Cairo left Namsos without air defence, made worse by the omission of the French troops to obliterate all traces of their arrival, and the next morning the Luftwaffe reconnaissance planes saw the evidence of Allied occupation. This was confirmed to the fliers when the Chasseurs set up a barrage of anti-aircraft machine gunfire.17 German bombers quickly arrived and reduced the wooden building on Namsos to ashes within a matter of hours.18 Fortunately, casualties were not heavy since the British troops had moved onto forward positions and the Chasseurs-Alpins were bivouacked in woods outside the town.

Maj.-Gen. Carton de Wiart was now in a precarious position with his Namsos base destroyed. His orders were as follows:


[To] take Trondheim whenever a naval attack took place. The date was unnamed but I moved my troops up to Verdaet and Steinkjer [both near Trondheim] from where I would lose no time in synchronising with the naval attack when it came.19



Carton de Wiart also now had a very mixed assortment of troops, whose readiness for battle was in some doubt: 146 Brigade had an almost total lack of transport, despite each man having three kitbags of gear and equipment. They had no artillery and one battalion had been separated from its mortars when convoy NP 1 divided.


The French Chasseaurs-Alpins [sic.] were a fine body of troops and would have been ideal for the job in hand, but ironically they lacked one or two essentials, which made them completely useless to us. I had wanted to move them forward but General Audet regretted that they had no means of transport, as their mules had not turned up. Then I suggested that his ski-troops might move forward, but it was found that they were lacking some essential strap for their skis, without which they were unable to move. Their other equipment was excellent; each man carried some sixty pounds and managed his load with the utmost ease. They would have been invaluable to us if only I could have used them. The British troops had been issued with fur coats, special boots and socks to compete with the cold, but if they wore all these things they were scarcely able to move at all, and looked like paralysed bears. As far as planes, guns and cars went, I had no trouble at all, for we had none, though we commandeered what cars we could.20



Battalions of General de Wiart’s force moved to take up positions. One group moved eastwards up the railway line towards Grong, another moved south in requisitioned transport to secure the northern shores of the Beitstad Fjord, while a third moved to occupy Steinkjer, the small town strategically positioned as the key to controlling road and rail communications to the north of Trondheim.21 The Steinkjer force took up positions astride the narrow road at a point a few miles south of the small town. Here they linked up with the Norwegian 5th Brigade under Col. Getz, only to find the Norwegian troops fully stretched, lacking in confidence, and almost out of ammunition. The Norwegian troops, described by their own colonel as inexperienced militia, had only one day’s battle issue of small arms ammunition, one hundred rounds per rifle and 2,500 rounds per machine gun.22 The British troops were unable to share out their own small arms ammunition, since the 0.303-inch (7.69-mm) calibre bullets for their Lee Enfield rifles and Bren guns would not fit the 6.5-mm-calibre rifles of the Norwegians.23 Moreover, the Norwegian troops had no artillery and Col. Getz’s 750 men, caught out by the speed of the German advance, had been unable to hold a position at Vaernes, and were therefore holding defensive positions around Steinkjer. Cpl Lane’s Royal Lincolnshire’s moved up to join them:


It was not until about 10.00pm on the second day that we moved forward.… We marched all through the night and then joined up with the rest of our battalion and again we were being harassed from the air. We eventually reached a small town with a railway and … we were issued with hard tack biscuits, more like dog biscuits, and were they bloody hard! It was one tin of bully beef between three men, but this was welcome because we were in our third day without food and still hadn’t had a drink. We boarded the train which took us to a town by the name of Steinjer [sic.] and we marched into some barracks … of a Norwegian regiment … where we caught up with our two kit bags apiece … we were about to settle down for a good night’s kip, and if we were lucky maybe some food, but that wasn’t to be. We moved out in less than three hours and that’s the last we saw of [our kitbags].24



With his base at Namsos completely destroyed by German bombing, and without any warship cover or anti-aircraft weapons, Carton de Wiart had confided to Commander Ravenhill of the destroyer Nubian, which had come in during the night of 20 April with some supplies:


[The] storehouses on the jetties had been destroyed and that, owing to the evacuation by the Norwegians, all his transport had disappeared; in consequence, any stores landed would be exposed to almost certain destruction before there was any hope of removing them, even troops might not be got to safety in time … unless the Germans could be drastically restricted in their air activities within a very short time, the expedition was doomed.25



Some 200 miles to the south of Namsos in the Romsdalsfjord area, a hastily mobilised, poorly equipped, and only partially trained Norwegian Army under Gen. Ruge was trying to prevent the Germans reinforcing by land their garrison at Trondheim.26 It had been hastily planned that, while the Allied diversionary attack on Trondheim would go via Namsos, their southern diversion would go via Aandalsnes, at the head of the Romsdalsfjord and help relieve the pressure on the hard-pressed Norwegians. On the advice of the Norwegians, Aandalsnes had been chosen—primarily because it was connected by single track railway to the village of Dombaas, at the upper end of the Gudbrandsdal valley. From Dombaas, the main railway line from Oslo ran north 240 miles to Trondheim.27 At the entrance to Romsdalsfjord, some 40 miles from Aandalsnes, there were two small timber exporting ports with suitable, but small, quays: Molde on the northern side and Aalesund on the southern. Molde held vital ammunition stocks for the Norwegian troops, while any naval guns at located at Aalesund could dominate the approach to the fjord and prevent any attempt at the seaborne reinforcement of Trondheim or an attack on Aandalsnes. The drawback with the selected areas was that, like Namsenfjord and the town of Namsos to the north, the steep sides of the fjord, rising in places to over two thousand feet, enabled dive-bombers from the nearby German-occupied Stavanger airfield to approach unseen. They could then dive almost vertically onto the ships confined below before any anti-aircraft fire could be brought to bear against them.

The Allies set about securing the landing sites on this southern arm of the pincers movement. The sloops Auckland, Black Swan, Flamingo, and Bittern had left Rosyth on 14 and 15 April, with some 700 ill-prepared marines and sailors hastily collected together from the battleships Nelson and Rodney and the battlecruiser Hood, which were all undergoing repair and refit at that naval base.28 They were under the command of Col. Simpson, Royal Marines. The small 1,200–1,350-ton sloops, overcrowded and overloaded with 725 marines and sailors, three 3.7-inch howitzers, eight anti-aircraft ‘pom-pom’ guns, and two 4-inch guns, met fierce seas and were forced to seek shelter at Invergordon. While there, they were redirected by the Admiralty from their original destination of Namsos to Aandalsnes, and left for there on 16 April, arriving late on the following evening. By 7 a.m. on 18 April, Aandalsnes, Molde, and Aalesund had been occupied without resistance and, seemingly, without German knowledge. The naval landing parties of this ‘Operation Primrose’ remained ashore awaiting reinforcements.

Under the command of Brig. H. R. Morgan, 148 Territorial Brigade had left Rosyth in the early hours of 17 April, delayed by extremely bad weather and uncertainty caused by the rapidly changing situation in the Trondheim area as the Germans forced their way towards the port from the direction of Oslo and the south. His departing orders, dated 16 April, emphasised that he would later be placed as subordinate to the general commanding the overall operations for the capture of Trondheim, and stated that ‘Your role to land Aandalsnes area, secure Dombaas, then operate northwards and take offensive action against Germans in Trondheim area.’29

It had originally been intended to use the 23,000-ton pre-war luxury liner Orion as troopship for Morgan’s brigade, but at the last minute it was decided that she would be a vulnerable target for the Luftwaffe. Instead the troops and their equipment were conveyed in the cruisers Galatea and Arethusa, the anti-aircraft cruisers Carlisle and Curacoa, and the destroyers Arrow and Acheron.

The territorial troops of 148 Brigade, consisting of the 1/5th Royal Leicestershire Regiment and the 1/8th Sherwood Foresters, a force of some 1,000 men, landed in Norway on the evening of 18 April. Arethusa and Carlisle landed half of the Sherwood Foresters at Molde, while Galatea, Curacoa, and the two destroyers disembarked the remaining troops at Aandalsnes.30 En route, Brig. Morgan had received fresh instructions from Gen. Ironside, CIGS:


When you have secured Dombaas you are to prevent Germans using railway to reinforce Trondheim: am sending small demolition party … [and] you should make touch with Norwegian G.H.Q. [General Headquarters], believed to be in area Lillehammer, and avoid isolating Norwegian forces operating towards Oslo.31



In other words, he was expected to face south as well as north.32 The latter part of Morgan’s orders relating to the Norwegian forces was to lead to wide and controversial interpretation by commanders of both the Norwegian and British forces. The Brig. was expected to make contact with Norwegian Headquarters, thought to be at Lillehammer in Gudbrandsdal, some seventy miles south of Dombaas, itself fifty miles from where the Territorials had disembarked; secure Dombaas, destroy the rail communications there; and operate offensively against the Germans at Trondheim, one hundred miles north of Dombaas. All this with two Battalions of 1,000 Territorial troops (with another 600 men promised later), no transport except that which could be locally requisitioned locally, no armour, artillery or mortar ammunition, maps, and no effective communication system with the War Office or Gen. Carton de Wiart’s headquarters, some two hundred miles to the north. A truly detached force.

On arriving in Norway, Brig. Morgan was uncertain of the opposition his Sickle Force might receive and was surprised to be met by Lt-Col. H. W. Simpson whose scratch ‘Primrose Force’ of marines and sailors had the situation well in hand. Since landing some twenty four hours earlier, they had not only secured the local area but had a train ready to leave for Dombaas at two hours’ notice.33 Morgan was briefed that the Norwegian C-in-C was said to be at Lillehammer with his army astride Lake Mjøsa. The German garrison was effectively cut off, and Dombaas, although not occupied by German forces, was not presently accessible by road or rail due to the activities of German paratroops.

While the military situation was being assessed, the troops attempted to settle in. Pte S. Barthorpe of the 8th Battalion Sherwood Foresters had sailed on Galatea.34 After a rough crossing of some forty hours, with much sea-sickness among the troops caused by the violent zigzagging to the ships to counter U-boat attacks, the reinforcements arrived at Romsdalsfjord and were landed at Molde and Aandalsnes late on 18 April. Pte Barthorpe recalled:


When we arrived at the little jetty it was 11pm on the 18th, even so crowds of Norwegians were there to greet us. They were shouting ‘Welcome to Norway’. Little did they realise that we would soon be saying goodbye.35



At the jetty the battalion was divided. One half was to unload, while the other half tried to get some sleep:


Nothing was prepared for us. We were taken to the local school and slept wherever we could find space, floor, desks, anywhere. There was no heating in the school and it was quite cold, so the fact that we had to sleep fully clothed for action was no hindrance, even so it was most uncomfortable.36



The unloading revealed that, in the haste and confusion of the transfer of troops and equipment at Rosyth, mistakes were made which were to prove disastrous for the coming conflict. The brigade found that they had no high explosive mortar ammunition, or fire control equipment for the Bofors anti-aircraft guns. The brigade’s communication system was also badly handicapped; they had no radios and could not communicate directly with London. The skeleton staff also found that they had no adequate maps:


My own first reaction to this new development centred around the hundreds of maps which had been carted so diligently in the mail bags all the way from the War Office. None of them, I knew, covered Aandalsnes at all, and I felt grateful for the odd dozen ‘Shell Tourisme’ editions of the whole country which had been added at the last moment, and of which one at least had been distributed to each ship in the final hurried share-out on board Orion. All the same a dozen motor maps on a scale of sixteen miles to one inch were scarcely a happy start for the campaign of a detached force in mountain country. Fortunately the accompanying Intelligence Summaries furnished a little information on our new destination.37



The Brigade’s four Bofors anti-aircraft guns were found to have only two sights. The other two, plus the lorries intended for the towing of the guns and their ammunition had been loaded onto a merchant motor vessel, the Cedarbank. It was left to Merchant Navy carpenters to fashion two makeshift replacement sights out of wood and wire:


By the worst of bad luck this M.T. ship was later torpedoed on her way across, and in consequence of it Sickle Force landed eventually in Norway with one single lorry and three motor cycles. As a result neither the wireless unit nor the Field Ambulance was ever able to function properly ashore, while the Bofors guns lost their predictors and for the whole time could only fire over open sights … and with that pair of home-made sights fifty per cent of Brigadier Morgan’s total artillery fought the Battle of Norway…38



Early on 19 April, Brig. Morgan, accompanied by two companies of Sherwood Foresters, set off by rail for Dombaas. From Pte Barthorpe’s account:


In the morning we fed on our ‘compo’ rations and waited for a train coming from Dombas [sic.], a town some 55 miles to the south. When the train was turned round we of ‘A’ company climbed aboard and set off on a journey which was to take us 150 miles south. We sat in cattle trucks. Some German parachutists had been reported in the area so we travelled with the doors open and our rifles and [Bren] machine guns ready. We arrived at Dombas [sic.] station in the middle of the afternoon where we stooped while the line was cleared for use.39



Brig. Morgan, however, needed to proceed beyond Dombaas to see the lie of the land around the strategic Dombaas Junction station.40 Dombaas lay at the summit of the Gudbrandsdal pass, and from it the valley ran down to Lillehammer and Lake Mjøsa. In order to join up with their garrison in Trondheim, the Germans coming from Oslo would have to climb up the Gudbrandsdal into mountains where the pass narrowed and movement on the steep slopes either side was impossible without skis.41 Whoever held Dombaas controlled all the land communication between Oslo and Trondheim, and could threaten the rear of the Trondheim garrison, while theoretically requiring only a relatively small force to hold the head of the pass.

Accompanied by Lt-Col. Clarke, the Brig. set off by rail for Dombaas Junction, but was halted by the activities of a small group of German paratroopers holed up, with civilian hostages, in a farmhouse overlooking the line:


Alongside in the ditches by the track [Norwegian] ski troops crouched behind machine guns, while perched in the middle of the permanent way was a 3.7inch mountain howitzer in full action, manned by British sailors in duffle coats under a Sub-Lieutenant! … from Col Simpson’s Operation Primrose naval and marine landing party, immediately opposite to us on the crown of the hill and within easy machine gun range, was the unmistakeable farmhouse out of which was coming sporadic bursts of fire from the cornered parachutists… Two companies of the ski-battalion were trying to work their way through the woods in order to encircle the farm. The hostages were still inside, and they hoped to save them by creeping up very close and then rushing the enemy from the back.… The howitzer would send over a couple of not very accurate rounds amid anxious warnings for the safety of the hostages … the idea was not to hit the target, but rather, remind the Germans of what was in store for them if they failed to surrendered with their captives. Oddly enough this unmilitary manoeuvre produced exactly the required result in the end, though it certainly delayed the opening up of the valley.42



Brig. Morgan and Lt-Col. Clarke were forced to return to Dombaas travelling on the footplate of the engine. Later they heard of the outcome of the hold-up on the line from the eyewitness account of a British major:


As the ski troops were getting ready for the assault [on the farmhouse] … an aeroplane flew low over the farm. Light signals were exchanged with the garrison, and a few minutes later all the parachutists, together with the hostages, trooped out with their hands above their heads. All, I should say, save one. For the German officer in command waited until a Norwegian Lieutenant and two N.C.O.s came up to the group to take their surrender. As they approached the farm he dodged out from inside the building with a Tommy-gun [sic.] shot dead the officer and wounded both N.C.O.s. Then with an air of a man who has done his duty, put up his hands amid the nodding approval of his troops, and coolly awaited the arrival of the next escort. The Norwegians apparently kept their tempers with admirable calm and there were no reprisals.43



The next morning, Morgan and Clarke were at Dombaas station to take the train back to Brigade Headquarters at Aandalsnes:


[We] met outside the station the remnants from the farmhouse battle: dead, wounded and prisoners. The captured parachutists were drawn up at the side of the road while a stretcher with the body of the murdered Norwegian was carried past. The German officer was absent, and we made no enquiries as to his fate.44



Back at Aandalsnes, Morgan gave orders to concentrate the whole battalion of Sherwood Foresters at Dombaas, which he intended to secure before turning northwards towards Trondheim. Events took a sudden turn when Brig. Morgan was almost immediately called to Dombaas for an urgent meeting with Norwegian Army representatives; the British Military Attaché to Norway, Lt-Col. E. J. C. King-Salter; and the French Military Attaché, to discuss the rapidly deteriorating situation around Mjøsa Lake, where the Germans were advancing very rapidly from the south towards Trondheim.45 King-Salter had reached the Norwegian headquarters from Finland, where he had also been Military Attaché, late on 14 April. Over the next few days he was able to send London reports on what were thought to be the German and Norwegian military strengths in Central Norway. It was thought that some 3,000 German troops were holding Trondheim. They were relatively lightly armed and sending out patrols and small detachments probing to the south, east and north-west of the port. The Norwegians had some 2,800 men north of Steinkjer, 300 men and some guns at Hegra, 400 men south of Trondheim, and one regiment of two battalions based at Aandalsnes.

However, by 17 April, the Attaché’s reports had become increasingly desperate and alarming, warning of the rapidly deteriorating military situation. Ten store ships and six other troop ships carrying some 10,000 German troops and field artillery had arrived at Oslo and were moving up the valleys towards Trondheim, and fifty aircraft, each carrying 30 men were arriving daily. On the evening of 18 April, a final account of the situation to the hinterland of Trondheim was sent:


The Norwegian troops are opposing the German advance in the four principal valleys running generally northwards from … Oslo … [about] a hundred miles north of Oslo in easily defended defiles. These troops are the quivalent [sic.] of only a few battalions and batteries … and consist of various elements, many of which are completely untrained or … incompletely mobilised.… The Norwegian detachments, too weak to resist in the open valleys, are now falling back by large bounds.… These withdrawals have given place to a number of rearguard actions in which a few prisoners have been taken … [which] have given the troops some confidence. But there are no reserves behind them and the men are without relief in the front line.46



At the Dombaas meeting with King-Salter, the French Attaché, and Norwegian Army representatives, Brig. Morgan was appraised on the rapidly deteriorating position and the state of the Norwegian troops opposing the German advance:


We heard of the widespread consequences of the Quisling treacheries, and how the Norwegian Government had been near to deciding that further resistance could do no more than add extra miseries to the people. In the midst of this General Ruge alone had stood firm, confident in the effect of British intervention, and had given his personal assurance that victory might still be won by dogged fighting which would gain time for the Expeditionary Force to deploy and reinforce his thin grey line. But it was now the tenth day since the Germans had entered Oslo; and he had sent by King Salter [sic.] a personal message to Brigadier Morgan that the power of resistance of the Army was nearly spent, and that nothing but the sight of khaki in the front line would keep his weary troops still going and encourage his Government to continue the fight.47



King-Salter urged Morgan to divert his 148 Brigade to operations south of Dombaas to aid the spent Norwegians, otherwise all resistance to the German advance towards Trondheim would collapse. Brig. Morgan initially demurred, given the troop numbers and lack of transport, artillery and communications of his force, and his orders to secure and hold Dombaas and act as a diversionary force to the rear of Trondheim for the planned Allied frontal attack on Trondheim. King-Salter reportedly clinched the argument by informing Morgan that a War Office telegram had been received at Norwegian headquarters giving General Ruge a call on 148 Brigade, which reinforced the instructions that he had brought from General Ruge: the British should proceed at once to reinforce the Norwegians.48 Ruge had asked for British support of three British Infantry Battalions, plus field artillery and tanks, and offered to provide some road transport for the requested support.49 The telegram quoted by King-Salter had accepted the offer of transport for Morgan’s battalions, but studiously ignored the additional proposal for their employment far beyond Dombaas which was attached to it.50 Indeed, General Ironside’s diary entry for 19 April indignantly recorded:


A wire from the Military Attaché, King-Salter, saying that ‘he is taking’ Morgan’s Brigade to the south as the position is critical. He has no right to do so and the Brigade has neither transport nor guns and would be in an impossible position. But it is necessary to prop up the Norwegians as much as possible. If they fall, our attack on Trondheim may be impossible.51



Brig Morgan referred the matter back to the War Office, via Simpson at Aandalsnes, and tried to partly meet the Norwegian’s demands and the urgings of the two military attachés by ordering his battalion of Leicesters to move, by rail, to Dombaas. Morgan was in a difficult position, trying to meet different political and military agendas. He and his immediate staff then moved some ten miles to Gen. Ruge’s headquarters at Lillehammer, where the Gudrandel terminates at the head of Lake Mjøsa and where the Germans were pressing heavily.

The meeting with General Ruge did not go smoothly.


He explained the situation … and asked Brigadier Morgan about his instructions, making it clear to us that he was staking everything on help from Britain. But he added dryly that for some reason he had never been informed of the strength of the British troops nor of their intended plan of campaign. Not unnaturally perhaps, he appeared a trifle hurt at the apparent independence of our action in the country which had laid upon him the whole responsibility for its defence. It was bitter to see his disappointment when we had to confess how pathetically small our help was to be, at least in the immediate future. Morgan told of the task in regard to Trondheim, on which he replied with careful tact that as Commander-in-Chief in Norway he expected all troops in the country, of whatever nationality, to conform to his own strategy. He soon made it evident that Trondheim, which had seemed the centre of all things in London, could for the present play only a small part in this.52



Gen. Ruge explained that his main object was to keep the Germans on the low ground below the entrance to the Gudbrandsdal, until British reinforcements could redress the desperate inferiority in men and material. His tired men astride Mjøsa must, at any price, get some sort of relief and see for themselves that the British help, which he had promised, had really arrived in Norway.53

The General’s staff were also said to be aghast at the appearance and condition of the arriving British troops of 148 Brigade. One of Ruge’s staff, Lt-Col. Roscher Nielsen, reportedly observed that the territorials looked like ‘untrained steelworkers from the Midlands.’54 He was not far from the truth; Morgan’s men, territorials with a sprinkling of elderly recalled reservists, inadequately trained and equipped, would be found to be totally unprepared for the rigours of a Norwegian winter campaign. They barely knew how to operate their mortars and Bren guns, and were totally unprepared for winter warfare; they did not know how to make camp in the bitter cold and had little transport and no skis, nor the ability to use them.55

The landed troops also found themselves facing a situation and fighting in terrains that were different to what was planned. Instead of attacking Trondheim, they found themselves immediately called upon to go to the assistance of Gen. Ruge’s forces, who were attempting to block the Germans from advancing up the Østerdal and Gudbrandsdal valleys from the south, at positions some 200 miles to the south of Trondheim and some 150 miles south-east of their landings in the Aandalsnes area. These two valleys were the only feasible routes with military communication from Oslo and the south of Norway to Trondheim and the north of the country. Lillehammer at the southern end of the Gudbrandsdal and the railway junction at Dombaas at the north end, some sixty miles south east of Aandalsnes, were vitally important strong points to block German forces from reaching Trondheim. It was along the Gudbrandsdal and Østerdal valleys that the battle for Trondheim, and the control of Central Norway, would be largely fought and lost by Britain’s ill-prepared troops.

Gen. Ruge’s analysis, which was supported by King-Salter and the French military attaché, made strategic sense. If the small British force prioritized an advance towards Trondheim and the Norwegian positions behind Dombaas were overrun, the British, badly equipped and in a strange country without artillery or air support, would be caught between the advancing German troops being strengthened daily with reinforcements by road and rail from Oslo, and the German garrison at Trondheim. Moreover, if the German advance was not stopped, and they were able to advance and reinforce their Trondheim garrison from the Gudbrandsdal, then the planned Allied frontal attack on the port would, in all probability, fail.

Cpl J. V. Brown was a soldier that fitted the bill of Lieutenant Colonel Roscher Nielsen’s jibe.56 He had joined his mining company’s territorial unit, part of the 8th Sherwood Forester’s in 1939. As a miner with a responsible job, that of shotfirer, he had been promoted to corporal and now found himself, in mid-April 1940, in charge of a mortar unit near Lillehammer:


We were detailed by a Norwegian officer to relieve a mortar on what they said was a hill … to me it looked like a mountain. With mortar and bombs in our truck we reached the bottom of the hill. It took one and a half to two hours to reach the place where the Norwegian officer took us. Now the Norwegians withdrew with their mortar and we were left to set ours in its place. Theirs was a four-inch and ours was a three-inch. The ground they were covering with their mortar, we could not hope to cover with ours. We could not reach target.

My part was to carry the base plate, about 50lbs in weight, slung from my shoulders. This with rifle and pack was hard going … especially as the mountain was covered in thick snow. Four of us had to retrace our steps to bring up the bombs which were three to a case, a case in each hand.… The Norwegian officer observing us shook his head as he could see we were not equipped to get up the hill in our boots. So he bade some local soldiers to take bombs off us. Even carrying the bombs they left us standing. They were used to climbing snowy slopes.57



The Norwegian soldiers would probably have felt equally uncomfortable if they were suddenly sent to work down a Nottinghamshire coal mine.

Gen. Ruge, supported by the two military attaches, insisted that Brig. Morgan’s troops must be used at once to reinforce his Norwegian 2nd Division, which had two infantry battalions and a battery of artillery on the east side of Lake Mjøsa under Divisional Gen. Hvinden Haug and a further group on the west side under Col. T. A. Dahl.58 Brig. Morgan reluctantly agreed, and decided to bring the Leicester’s train straight through to Tretten, some fifteen miles south of Dombaas, and concentrate his whole force in the Lillehammer area with the Sherwood Foresters.

A paper setting out a British field officer’s opinion of the decision to split up 148 Brigade and put it under Norwegian Command, found among the papers of Lt H. B. Dolphin, complains about the confusion of command of the forces under Brig Morgan:


It must be understood that the general plan for the 148th Brigade at this time was to send forward the troops as rapidly as possible, as they arrived in train loads, in order to stiffen the resistance of the Norwegian Forces in the area. Consequently they were divided into three groups—two companies of Foresters under Major Roberts on the eastern side of Lake Mjosa [sic.], under direct command of Colonel Dahl, the other two groups under Lt. Col. [sic.] German and Lt. Col. [sic.] Ford were directly under General Huinden-Haug [sic.].59



On the morning of 20 April, Brigadier Morgan received a telegram from the CIGS endorsing the decision that circumstances and the uncertainties of a rapidly changing situation had forced the brigadier to adopt. It read:


You know situation of Norwegians in Lillehammer area. Clearly necessity to prevent German advance from south-east in order to secure Dombass [sic.]. Although you remain independent command under the War Office, you should, if you can spare troops, co-operate with Norwegian Commander in Chief while making use of Dombass [sic.]. Now probable that you will be re-inforced by another Brigade. Tell Norwegians.60



The War Office telegram did nothing to resolve the chain of command situation, and a further conference called by General Ruge at midday added both confusion and intrigue to the command tinderbox. The General tabled a written declaration, which amounted to an ultimatum, to the effect that if the British detachments did not agree to his proposals he would resign his command.61 At this impasse, the British military attaché ‘took it upon himself responsibility for delaying delivery of the message decoded at 10.15 a.m. that day, in which the Chief of the Imperial General Staff explicitly informed General Ruge that Brigadier Morgan had instructions to co-operate with him but would not come under his orders.’62

King-Salter’s report of the midday conference also refrained from putting Gen. Ruge’s ultimatum in its categorical form, and, together with his French counterpart, he continued to press for the British troops to be put under Norwegian command.63

Brig. Morgan extricated an acceptable end to the conference, his actions in moving his troops south of Dombaas having gone some way to meeting Gen. Ruge’s immediate concerns, but the brigadier was dismayed to find that, instead of stiffening or taking over a portion of the Norwegian defence line, his men were to be widely dispersed, acting as a partial relief and morale booster to the exhausted and thinly spread Norwegian troops. By agreeing to the splitting up of his battalions into small units, he had effectively lost control of his command. It was a fatal agreement with a disastrous outcome but, given the circumstances and the situation on the ground, Brig Morgan probably had little alternative. By the evening of 20 April, both of his battalions would be spread out on a wide front, some ten miles south, south-west and south-east of Lillehammer, held in reserve behind Norwegian troops in contact with advancing German columns. Moreover, his bases at Molde and Aandalsnes were coming under increasing attack from German bombers.

Despite the paucity of their numbers and the inadequacy of their armaments, Morgan’s men were full of confidence and up for the fight, should it be necessary. Accompanying Brig. Morgan, Col. Clarke reported about events on the morning of 20 April:


[We] found more Sherwood Foresters, and … Major Roberts installing his outposts. It was a fine sunny morning and the men were in good spirits, suprememly [sic.] confident of their ability to hold out if the Germans came on. Some of them, I fancy, were still just a little sceptical as to whether the enemy would ever seriously challenge the commanding positions they had gained already in this race for ground. It is difficult now to recapture the atmosphere of those days, for at that time little real land fighting had occurred after eight month of war and there were many who still wondered if perhaps it was not intended to remain just a huge game of bluff. Looking back upon it now, I believe it may have been this idea which did most of all to dismay those young soldiers, with their pitifully inadequate weapons, when the full fury of the German attacks—tanks, Stukas and heavy mortars—fell upon them that very evening. It was certainly no fault of two very gallant Territorial battalions, fighting gamely alone on their very first day in a confused situation, without the support of either armour or artillery, that they were overwhelmed by that initial rush of the German invading forces.64



There had been indications of a German build-up for an offensive to relieve Trondheim against both the northern and southern Allied pincer movements.65 At a senior staff meeting that afternoon, Gen. Ruge reported that he had been reliably informed that German tanks and reinforcements had been pouring into Oslo during the previous few days, and new reports he had received pointed unmistakably to preparations for a fresh attack within a matter of hours.66 He feared that the situation would be lost unless British reinforcements arrived inside the next few days:


He stressed the extreme fatigue of his own troops, whom he was now drawing back to rest, and at the same time form some sort of reserve in the narrow part of the Gudbrandsdal around Tretten.67



During the rest of 20 April, the British troops were further deployed to positions under Norwegian command.68 Two companies and half the HQ Company of the Sherwood Foresters were detrained at Faaberg and were sent along the western bank of Lake Mjøsa to Biri, and from there up a side valley to the village of Nykirke, some 35 miles from Lillehammer. Their task was to protect the right flank of Colonel Dahl’s Norwegian force, operating west of Mjøsa. The Foresters arrived at 2.00 a.m. on 21 April and were quartered in the Parish church—the only building with some heating against the bitter cold. Pte Barthorpe participated in the Sherwood’s movements:


We reached Faaberg in the early evening, here we boarded lorries and travelled on the west shore of Lake Mjosa [sic.] on our way to Biri. Travel in open topped lorries in freezing conditions is not to be recommended. Communication was also difficult as our driver spoke no English and an interpreter was not available. From Biri we set off once more in our trucks heading towards Nykirke. When we left Biri I was in the lead truck, we crossed a small bridge and as the next truck approached it a shell dropped on the back of it. Five men in the back of the truck were killed, plus the driver. Lt Dawson who was sitting besides [sic.] the driver was saved because … he bent down to light his pipe. He received slight head wounds and was knocked unconscious. We reached Nykirke at around 1a.m., frozen! … spent the night in Nykirke, sleeping in the local church, and being fed hot meals by the community. I was … unfortunate … not only missing out on the food, but also spending the whole night on guard down a lonely hillside … a wood at the bottom of the hill which was reported to hold an enemy position. My orders should I see anything were to fire three warning shots to alert the company.… In the morning we made road blocks and withdrew, as it was reported we were likely to be cut off.… Before leaving Nykirke our officers seemed to be having trouble with the [Norwegian] drivers; they appeared to be reluctant to take us any further. It was essential that we had local drivers because our regiment only had Shell road maps bought in Scotland before we departed, but eventually we moved off.69



The other two and a half companies of the Foresters were positioned at Brottum, a village about eight miles south of Lillehammer near the east shore of the lake, where they were to act as a reserve for a 500-strong Norwegian battalion which had been in action on 20 April at a position flanking the main Oslo–Trondheim road. Two companies, plus half the HQ company, of Leicesters were sent south-east of Lillehammer to take up reserve positions behind a 1,000-man-strong unmounted Norwegian dragoon regiment fighting in front of the small hamlet of Aasmarka.70

The above two formations, Foresters and Leicesters, were ordered by Gen. Hvinden Haug, the Norwegian Divisional Commander, to relieve their forward Norwegian troops at 2.00 p.m. on 21 April. His plans were pre-empted, however, when the Germans unleashed a very determined assault during the morning of 21 April, advancing up the eastern side of Lake Mjøsa with a force of two infantry battalions, a motorised machine-gun battery, and an artillery battery totalling some 4,000 men, plus the unchallenged air support of the Luftwaffe.

The Foresters mortar section was sent to hold an isolated spur between Lundehøgda and the lake, but was quickly silenced by German artillery and mortar fire from some 3,000 yards’ range. Cpl Brown reported:


As action came closer soldiers and civilians began retreating past the mortar post position. On orders from Norwegian officer our mortar commenced firing on the positions that the three inch mortar could cover. Suddenly all hell broke loose. A spotter plane must have noted the position because mortar bombs and shells were falling all around us.… We immobilised the mortar and joined the retreat with the soldiers and civilians. Bullets were hitting the tree trunks as we made our way along the top of the hills.

The Norwegians told us that the Germans were on the low road where our truck was. So that meant we had lost our truck and that we were afoot. Then we had a concentrated attack of shells and bombs for approximately thirty minutes and I was parted from my mates. I never saw them again.71



The Leicesters, attacked from the air as they moved forward to relieve the Norwegian dragoons, arrived at 3 p.m. The Norwegian defence posts were in small farm buildings scattered on a steep hillside, some 1,200 feet above sea level. The weather was extremely cold and the ground under three feet of snow. Without transport, the Leicesters found themselves virtually immobilised by their inability to operate anywhere other than on the road, where the snow was firm underfoot.

The Norwegian and British troops were gradually forced back. The British units tried to establish a new defensive line behind Aasmarka, at a point where dense forest reduced the risk of flank attacks and encirclement.72 At about 6 p.m., General Hvinden-Haug ordered a general withdrawal north of Lillehammer, with the British units covering the withdrawal. The military historian Fraser explained these events:


The withdrawal of each detachment could expose its neighbours to envelopment. The synchronisation of such a movement, difficult at the best of times, demanded that transport be available when ordered. It was not, and a number of British troops, after their first contact with the enemy, were cut off during an exhausting march through the snow.73



By about 8 p.m., the exhausted Norwegian troops had withdrawn their front and reserve lines through the new British positions and retired, as planned, to new defensive lines some twenty miles to the north. The Foresters had been placed in support at Slagbrenna to help cover the withdrawal of the Norwegian troops from Lundehøgda.74 The Norwegian withdrawal left uncovered the main road to Lillehammer, and necessitated the withdrawal of the British rear guard by a deadline of 1 a.m. on 22 April, otherwise they would be trapped. The promised transport failed to arrive and, after a day in action, the Leicesters set out at midnight on a fourteen-mile march over hilly snowbound roads and lanes for Lillehammer, their morale affected by this ordeal and suspicions of Norwegian integrity.75 As they neared Lillehammer, sufficient transport arrived to convey the bulk of the weary Leicesters towards their new destination 2 miles north of Lillehammer, but some thirty troops, including six officers, were cut off and captured by the Germans.

At Balbergkamp the surviving Leicesters joined up with the Foresters, delayed in their own withdrawal from Aasmarka. The effective Brigade strength was now down to some 650 men.

Lt-Col. Dudley Clarke summarised the general British position at this time:


[At] a cross-roads beyond Oier [sic.], I came across Brigadier Morgan with his two battalion commanders snatching a hasty luncheon on the veranda of a wayside inn. They looked drawn and tired, but assured me that for the moment the front had stabilised some six miles to the south, where the Germans so far showed little zeal to follow up the advantage they had gained during the night. I learned that the thin British line had been heavily attacked the previous evening on both sides of Lake Mjosa [sic.], where the Germans had advanced with tanks and forced a general retreat on Lillehammer. The Leicesters had managed to disengage in the darkness behind their rearguards, but Brigade HQ was still without news of Major Robert’s two companies of Foresters on the more advanced right flank. At nightfall, General Ruge had ordered all forces to draw back to a position behind Lillehammer and the town was now in enemy hands. All of the British who had managed to get clear were now holding this position [behind Lillehammer], covering the road bridge across the river at Faaberg, and there were hopes that the remnants of Robert’s men might join them there…76



While the Germans might not have been showing much zeal to follow up their night-time gains, they had not been idle. Taking advantage of air reconnaissance to probe for weaknesses or gaps in the thinly spread Allied lines, the Germans sent small parties of ski-shod mountain troops on a wide outflanking movement, using the deep snowclad higher ground to get behind the British positions. By mid-afternoon such a party was in a position overlooking the British Brigade headquarters, some 6 miles to the rear. Dudley Clarke gives a graphic account of the attack and ensuing panic at the headquarters:


[A] low-flying aircraft came swooping up the road and drove us hurriedly from off the veranda.… About a hundred yards outside the Brigade Major had posted sentries to watch the left flank and the rear approaches to the Headquarters, and Morgan explained that these slopes were giving him some cause for anxiety. The British troops[,] who were without skis, were tied to the road; and he had asked the Norwegians to send patrols along the ridge to stop any German mountain troops working their way round. But so far the patrols had made no appearance, and until they did so the whole flank was wide open to an enemy known to be already inside the neighbouring Glomma Valley … one of the Battalions Intelligence Officers drove up in a borrowed civilian car with an urgent message for his Colonel. He brought news that the Germans had already begun to move round the flank, and that another attack looked like starting at any moment. On that the meeting broke up, and both commanding officers hurried away to rejoin their battalions…

It was one of the sentries at the back who presently called our attention to the mountain top, where the distant figures of skiers were now appearing. At first we thought they were the promised Norwegian patrols … when somebody shouted that they were bringing a machine gun into action. A minute or two later it opened up—and then to our dismay we saw that it was firing into the rear of the Leicesters! … any remaining doubts as to whether they were Germans were soon dispelled. Behind the machine gun more small figures showed over the crest … and came hurtling down the slopes straight for us.… There was only one thing to do then; and that was to get out quickly while the Brigade Headquarter’s [sic.] single Bren gun did its’ [sic.] best to delay the onslaught. Precious moments were spent in trying first to destroy the sackloads [sic.] of Intelligence Summaries and secret documents, while the Field Cashier dragged out one of his treasure chests in the direction of Morgan’s car. The next few minutes were a nightmare. The wooden inn contained a single iron stove with one small opening, so that it was necessary to tear up the voluminous papers, after first shaking them out of the sacks onto the floor and then to feed them into the stove slowly enough to prevent the fire being blanketed out altogether. While this well-nigh hopeless task was in progress Morgan returned from the road to say that civilian lorries, which constituted the Headquarter’s [sic.] only transport, had disappeared, and that his own car alone remained. Meanwhile the Bren started to chatter outside the window, and the figures of the skiers were looming up uncomfortably large. Almost at the same time the Field Cashier reported from the back that more Germans were arriving there, and that our one scratch platoon did not look like holding them much longer. On that Morgan ordered the place to be abandoned, and all ranks to make a run for it to the road before our last line of escape was cut off.

One final attempt was made upon the papers by starting a bonfire of them on the floor in the hopes of setting the house alight, and my last view was of the Brigade Major feeding the flames with packets of crisp £1 notes. Then I clasped my own precious little bundle77 and joined Morgan outside. He had the Norwegian Liaison Officer Krefting in the car with him and we waited to see the Field Cashier start the handful of remaining troops to double off northwards up the road. The Brigade Major came last of all, to pile in somehow on top of us … we sped away just in time. It had been a near thing, so near that we learned afterwards that the Germans were unfortunately able to … put out the fire and recover some of the papers. A quarter of a mile down the road we overtook the Field Cashier and his men, still going strong, and a little further on … came upon the missing lorries. Soon the panting troops were piled aboard, and the little column set off in the direction of Oier.78



In the rear-guard positions further forward, the 22 April entry of F. Cox, then a sergeant in the Sherwood Foresters, described the desperation of the situation:


Covered withdrawal of 1/5th Leicesters from Ringsaker—not many got through—managed to pull out with our motley collection of commandeered civilian transport as Germans in strength took crossroads. All forces south of Lillehammer pulled back north of the town and took up positions in and around the Agricultural College. With my platoon officer—Lieutentant [sic.] C. P. C. Vallance and approximately five others, we later took up an anti-tank position covering the roadway with an anti-tank Boyes rifle79 and a Bren gun—Planes set the Agricultural College on fire. Mortars opened up and we could see the Germans heading northwards on the other side of the river—indicating that ‘A’ company had had it. Next in the woods to our left ‘C’ company were attacked—they counter-attacked … our force was puny—not a bicycle, truck, carrier or 3 inch mortar. The Germans went by on both sides.80



Sgt Cox’s group then came under machine gun fire from their right and were forced to abandon their position:


‘Get out of it: every man for himself’ or words to that effect were our orders.… A few hundred yards down the roadway was what had been Battalion H.Q., a roadside house—which had had attention from mortar and aircraft. We now had a few more among us—Sgt Greaves [Pioneers], fingers badly shot—another with a flesh wound in the arm. The anti-tank rifle was left behind at Battalion H.Q. and the bolt taken with us. I retained Sgt Greaves [sic.] revolver with five rounds of 0.38 ammunition.81



Sgt Cox’s group of Foresters, like other small formations of the widely distributed Foresters and Leicesters, were now forced into an untidy full retreat northwards in order to try to regroup and stem the German advance.

The historian T. H. Derry, in his official account of the Norwegian Campaign, sets out the defensive arguments from both the Norwegian and British sides for the collapse of their soldiery in the Faaberg–Balberg region under the German assault:


The Norwegian Divisional Commander describes the loss of the Faaberg–Balberg position as the ‘first serious defeat of the war’ and notes that ‘it was to have catastrophic consequences for the Norwegian detachments’. His comment invites the counter comment that no Norwegian detachment was thrown in for its defence, in spite of repeated requests for help, and that they alone could have supplied ski patrols to remedy the situation on our left where small numbers of Germans on skis manoeuvred to such great effect along the heights. The Norwegians claimed that their men were utterly exhausted by the skirmishes which they had fought during the ten long days when they stood alone, whereas the British felt that theirs had been given no time to adapt themselves to the bewildering physical conditions of the fight. But these are imponderables between which we cannot judge: what is certain is that the Germans required no rest and made the deep snow and unfamiliar terrain their ally.82



The situation was rapidly deteriorating:


Bewildered stragglers were coming in from right and left, while private cars drove past with their owners at the wheel, Norwegian women as well as men, carrying British wounded to the civil doctors. In the midst of all this lorry columns, still acting on orders of the previous night, were streaming back to the reserve area with the Norwegian regiments which had been relieved before the original attack had started. It was plain that they had no idea of the existing situation, for they cheered happily as they met fresh British troops coming in the opposite direction to join in the battle. These highly welcome new arrivals proved to be the last two companies of the Leicesters, straight from Aandalsnes, and I remember they were travelling incongruously in brightly coloured charabancs on which were painted slogans in English such as ‘Joy Tours in Beautiful Norway’. God knows there was little joy waiting those young soldiers in that truly beautiful Norwegian valley, and it was a tour from which only a few of them returned.83



An orderly withdrawal was all but impossible given the terrain and the lack of transport and signal equipment, so that some men in the forward positions never received the order to retire. Personal arms and equipment were dumped in the hasty retreat by men on foot. Indeed, it became necessary to dump by the roadside large quantities of ammunition, equipment, and rations from a supply column moving up to the frontal positions, and use the transport to withdraw what troops could be contacted and collected along the narrow road and under attack from the air.84 Eventually, the German assault was halted, albeit temporarily, by a fresh company of Leicesters, one of those landed at Aandalsnes the day before and rushed forward by train and bus.85 By now, the Brigade had lost many men, dead, wounded or missing, and was no longer a cohesive fighting force.

Following the withdrawal from their Faaberg positions the British troops retreated, on foot or by requisitioned transport, up the Gausdal, at the lower end of the Gudbrandsdal, towards Tretten, some ten miles further north. Here it was hoped that the British and Norwegians could make a stand. Pte S. Barthorpe gives account of their laboured progress:


We held our positions at Hellerud until all the Norwegian troops had withdrawn through us … transported on motorised transport and horse drawn sleds. We had heard them blow the bridge at Lillehammer. Then buses arrived to take us on to Freydenlund [sic.]. In the evening we once more embussed this time heading for Gausdal.… On arrival there … we searched round for shelter and found a farmhouse with a large kitchen. Seventy British and the Norwegian drivers were welcomed by the farmer’s wife. Through the night every knock on the door we observed with fixed bayonets. In the morning … we received orders to carry on down the valley to Tretten. The journey was marred by various incidents. Vehicles were running short of petrol, bearing went on the wheel of one bus. A truck loaded with stores overturned on a bend, the stores landed in deep snow down an embankment. It took us nearly two hours to recover the stores and get moving again.… We were again very cold and tired when we eventually crossed the red girder bridge into Tretten.

When we arrived in Tretten we had spent thirty-six hours without any food or sleep, and this coupled with freezing cold nights began to show on all of us. Our billet was an abandoned cheese factory but there was no heating. My only food was a tin of ‘compo’.86



Tretten, the lowest point at which the Gudbrandsdal narrows to a gorge, had been selected by the Norwegian High Command as a defensive position, and some rudimentary machine gun posts had been constructed by civilian labour on both sides of the river flowing through the gorge.87 The defence of the Tretten bridge across the river for at least twenty four hours was deemed vital by the Norwegian Commander-in-Chief to enable Norwegian forces under Col. Dahl to regroup and rejoin the British troops and to make a stand, instead of the fighting withdrawal from defensive position to defensive position up the Valley.88 In the small hours of 23 April, Brig. Morgan met with General Ruge and informed him that he could not guarantee to hold the position throughout the coming day. Ruge, however, insisted that the attempt be made, and restored the much-depleted contingent of Foresters and Leicesters to British command and assigned to him a squadron of Dragoons to help secure his flank.89 They had been given a task that was almost inevitably to lead to failure:


It is possible to say that the ensuing engagement of 23 April was lost before it began … the British Territorial troops retreating up the valley had now for the most part been without both food and sleep for more than thirty-six hours and had had no real rest for a week; they had lost most of their equipment, and were in any case without supporting arms. The troops from the west bank of Lake Mjosa [sic.], who had just rejoined them, were in scarcely better plight after eleven hours freezing travel in open trucks, the majority of them without greatcoats.90



The two fresh companies of Leicesters were without transport, which had been lost on the Cedarbank en route from England, together with much of their ammunition and demolition stores, and some 25 tons of rations.

The British command expected the main German assault to come from their eastern flank, where a farm track passed through a saddle in the surrounding mountains—the Vardekamp—potentially outflanking the road and bridge positions. Two companies of Foresters were set to control the main road with the fresher company of Leicesters, who had only recently arrived at Aandalsnes, set higher up on their left flank, together with the formation of Norwegian Dragoons with their four medium machine guns and a mortar.91

At about 5.30 a.m., the two remnant companies of Sherwood Foresters that had covered the earlier withdrawal of Col. Dahl’s troops took up position. From Pte Barthorpe’s account:


We were woken at about 5am and told the Germans were just down the road. We stood-to in our platoon position down the road slightly at the base of the Vardakampen heights. I was issued with two magazines for my Bren and told ammunition was short, to fire single shot and make every shot count.

In front of me was a clearing of approximately 200 yards, beyond that was the pine forest. We were told Germans occupied the forest. To my left, again about 200 yards was a low hedge. I could see stooped figures moving down the opposite side of the hedge and used up one of my magazines before I realised they were Norwegian troops withdrawing. It was very difficult at a distance to distinguish between the German and Norwegian uniforms as both were a field grey.92



The Germans recommenced their attack against the Allied left flank at Tretten at about 1 p.m., supported by three tanks against which the British infantry had no meaningful weaponry apart from the obsolete Boyes anti-tank rifle, which was increasingly proving ineffective against German armour. Around this time, the British military attaché Lieutenant Colonel King-Salter and his French counterpart Bertram-Vigue, who had both rejoined the Brigade after leaving the Norwegian headquarters, were helping out because of the shortage of officers. King-Salter was organising a forward position when it was overrun by the tanks and supporting infantry.

From his recollections of the afternoon of 23 April at Tretten:


I then decided to revisit the defensive position. I heard no firing whatsoever and as it was by now about three o’clock I was feeling very hopeful … when about half a mile south of Tretten at the entrance to the forest I met some stragglers, utterly exhausted, who told me that German tanks had just broken through their position. An R.E. officer, Major M. R. Jefferies … who had earlier been carrying out demolitions on his own, was sent back in my car to warn the troops at Tretten of what had happened.

More men appeared, all with the same story. There were some felled trees at that point and some of the men helped me to make an improvised tank obstacle. All this time—about fifteen minutes—I felt that I ought perhaps to go forward to see what the situation was and to help if I could … it was vitally important to hold the position all day if the forces on the west bank were to be saved. Then an officer … arrived with a message for the commander of the forward troops to hold their position to 2000 hours. An officer called Bradley who came up at that moment volunteered to come with us. We three then walked up the road, each carrying a rifle. We had gone about three quarters of a mile through the forest when, on approaching a bend, we heard shots … some of which passed over us … we immediately ran into the forest and lay down in a slight depression about twenty yards from the road, but in full view of it. A few seconds later we could hear tanks; and we then lay motionless … as we watched the German tanks and infantry go by.

I … subsequently met Major Kirkland who tells me that he did receive fresh orders and that these orders were to take one and a half platoons to the east bank and go forward and ‘deal with a German tank which has broken through and broken down!’

He came up the road with his one and a half platoons shortly after us and encountered the German advance jusy [sic.] inside the forest. The Germans were halted and Major Kirklnd [sic.] saw them first and deployed an anti-tank rifle and a Bren gun to engage the leading German tank and the infantry section immediately behind it. He opened surprise fire but the German tank came on notwithstanding and Major Kirkland’s troops were overrun. He himself was wounded and captured, and lost a leg. The Germans then proceeded to bombard Tretten heavily with both 6-inch [150-mm] infantry guns and from the air, and with machine-guns which had worked forward on the other side of the water. Eventually they advanced on Tretten and captured it. The garrison of Tretten can only have consisted of those men who had been too exhausted to be put into the defensive position earlier in the day, and the remainder of Major Kirkland’s company, and various HQ details. After capturing Tretten the Germans pushed on for some miles, before being checked by Norwegian troops at Faavang.93



King-Salter was later severely wounded and taken prisoner. Tretten village, about a mile and a half to the rear, and bridge were held until early evening in the hope that some missing Allied and Norwegian troops might still manage to slip through enemy lines in the fluid and confused situation. Pte Barthorpe stated:


Later in the day there was some activity in the woods before us. At this stage we were in reserve positions and communication was almost non-existent. We fired into the wood to get some idea of who was in there, and some fire was returned. It was fortunate someone started giving orders as they were heard from the other side and a shout came back ‘hold your fire it’s the Leicesters’. They had been forced to disengage as they were out of ammunition. I had used up my second magazine and was in the same boat.

We were approached by one of the Leicesters officers who asked us what our situation was. We told him we were much the same as his lads, and were not sure even where the rest of our company was. To which he said ‘we can’t do the impossible, I’m afraid it’s every man for himself’. We left as orderly as we could hoping we might meet someone who could give us an idea of what was going on.94



The men of the Sherwood Foresters and the Royal Leicester Regiment, by now reduced to nine officers and some three hundred other ranks, all that was left of 1,000 strong 148 Brigade, withdrew from their Tretten positions during the evening of 23 April. They travelled by commandeered buses or on foot, to seek sanctuary and respite to rest and regroup, in a steep sided valley in the Heidel some forty miles to the north. The final defensive position was held by an improvised rear guard until 9.30 p.m., from where sporadic firing could still be heard as the battered territorials withdrew.95 Pte Barthorpe, officially reported as missing in the roll call at the end of the day, was one of those struggling to reach safety:


We had walked some distance and in the evening came to a farmstead. Here we asked for food and the people were quite willing to help us. The officer in charge commandeered a pig and gave the farmer an I.O.U. to be paid by H.M. Government. They killed the pig and boiled it up in a copper, next to another copper filled with potatoes. When the food was nearly ready we were joined by a group of Norwegian soldiers who said the fighting was over now. We all shared the meal, which was the first decent one I had had since my arrival in Norway.

After a couple of hours sleep we decided to move on[.] We did not want the Germans to find us at the farm and take reprisals against these fine people. We knew there was an order out by the Germans that any householder who sheltered the British Tommies would have to face the consequences. We knew it to be fact as we had seen houses deliberately set on fire, and we certainly did not want to be the cause of it. When we got clear of the hamlet, we had a discussion on our courses of action. After a little thought we decided to break up into small groups and head for Aandalsnes. We had heard rumours that Norway was being evacuated in thirty six hours. From now on it was to be our wits against the Germans, but our worst enemy was to be the conditions.… There were five of us in the group I was in, Sergeant Rouse, Sergeant Davies, Corporal Kirk, Corporal Houlton and myself.96



For several days after the withdrawal, the hills around Tretten and further up the Gudbrandsdal were full of stragglers, and small parties that had been cut off. Some of the luckier, or more enterprising, reached Sweden and were interned; some made it to the coast and escaped to Scotland in Norwegian fishing boats, but most were rounded up and captured by the Germans. Pte Barthorpe and his companions, after several days of wandering, with much discomfort and narrow avoidances of capture, were finally caught and spent the remainder of the war as PoWs in Germany.


8

Fighting to the North of Trondheim

AUTHOR’S NOTE: To maintain the chronological cohesion with concurrent events taking place elsewhere in Central Norway during the last fortnight of April 1940, plus the separate contributions being made by the Royal Navy and RAF also during this period, as they attempted to lessen the air superiority of the Luftwaffe, the author has chosen to temporarily suspend the narrative of the fighting withdrawal by British and Norwegian troops up the Gudbrandsdal and Østerdal valleys, in order to take account of these other concurrent influences upon the eventual outcome of the fight for control of Central Norway. 

On the morning of 21 April, some 200 miles to the north, Gen. de Wiart’s Namsos troops of the northern pincer movement had their first brush with the Germans of the 181st Infantry Division under Brig.-Gen. Woytasch.1 His German force had been increased by air-lifted troops to five and a half battalions, around 3,000 men. The force was also to receive assistance from an unlikely source—the German Navy—which had a small number of warships, including two destroyers, still at Trondheim, left behind when the main German naval force had left for home after their invasion and capture of Trondheim on 9 April. The Norwegians had warned that, once the ice in the Beitstad and Trondheim fjords began to melt, a section of the main coastal road running from Steinkjer to Verdalsøra would be under the guns of the German destroyers.2 The warning had not been taken sufficiently seriously by the Allies, desperate to retake Trondheim before the German relief thrust from up the Gudbrandsdal thwarted them.

The German troops started to advance northwards towards Steinkjer from their garrison at Trondheim. They came on foot and were reinforced by motorcyclists with small mortars mounted on side-cars. When the Germans came under fire, they left the main road, climbed part-way up the steep mountain sides, or used minor roads to outflank or infiltrate the British positions, forcing a withdrawal. It was a tactic the German troops, especially those equipped with skis, employed time and again in Norway.

Opposing them were the two British infantry battalions of territorial troops, the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry (KOYLI) and the Royal Lincolnshire Regiment, under the command of Brig C. G. Phillips. The third battalion of Carton de Wiart’s force, the Hallamshire Battalion of the York and Lancashire Regiment, was held in reserve, strung out over thirty miles, north of Steinkjer. The KOYLI were facing southwards, deployed over a front of some fifteen miles: ‘A’ Company at Strommen; ‘D’ Company at Røra; ‘C’ Company in reserve at Sparbu, together with battalion headquarters; and ‘B’ Company was furthest south at Stiklestad, in support of Norwegian troops holding the vital bridge at Verdal.3 The Royal Lincolnshires were to the north-west of the KOYLI, strung out along the eastern shore of Beitstad fjord, holding the road and railway to the north. Maj, W. J. R. Cragg, in command of ‘C’ Company of the Royal Lincolnshire Regiment, was to write of the chaotic situation that developed.4 ‘C’ Company had entrained for Steinkjer and arrived there at 2.45 a.m. on Friday 19 April:


My company once again was given the key position. We had to defend the area around the wharf and prevent a landing which might be attempted by a ship up to the size of a destroyer. Here I wish to make it clear that we were armed only with rifles, light machine guns, revolvers, grenades and one three inch mortar. A landing at Steinkjer was not, however, anticipated for some days since the fiord was still ice-bound, and we expected support from other weapons by that time.5



Lt-Col. Hingston was later to comment on the precarious British position:


There were thus fifty-five miles between the most forward and rearguard troops of 146th Brigade—yet there was no transport and only most unreliable communications.… Nearly the whole of the right flank of the Brigade was open, for it lay along the edge of the fiords and the enemy had command of these inland waters. In many places the road and railway ran close to the shore, yet without snow shoes or skis the British troops could not move off the roads. It was possible for the Germans to land troops almost anywhere along this flank, and without artillery or transport the battalions could do nothing about it…6



Maj Cragg gives the first inkling of the German assault:


Sunday 21st [Hitler’s birthday] I was woken up at 4am with a message which read ‘Enemy gunboat steaming through the narrows 20kms to the south’. I passed this message to platoon leaders and ordered everyone to ‘stand to’.… At 6am another message came through ‘German cruiser [actually a destroyer] sighted approximately one mile east of Egge.… The German cruiser was, therefore, no more than two miles away. It was an unexpected and extremely unpleasant surprise.7



At 4 a.m., a German destroyer and a tanker steamed through the Skarnsund channel into the still partially ice-bound Beitstad fjord.8 Shortly afterwards, ‘B’ Company of the KOYLI at Stiklestad reported that some 200 German troops had landed at Verdal and were advancing towards the bridge there. A further enemy landing was reported to have taken place between Fleskus and Verdal. Then, at 6 a.m., a battalion of German mountain troops landed at the sawmill jetty at Kirknesvag (some 5 miles north-west of Strommen), divided, and moved north-east towards the Royal Lincolnshire positions at Vist and south-east towards the KOYLI positions at Strommen and Røra. Maj. Cragg received a message from his battalion headquarters: ‘One German cruiser [destroyer] and one tanker have tied up at Kirknesvag, approximately twenty miles south of Vest. Troops disembarked. 200 moving N.E. and 200 south’.9

Lt-Col. W. S. Hibbert, in command of the KOYLI, faced a difficult situation, with his dispersed companies threatened from several directions. The enemy had unchallenged command of the air and constant German air surveillance from a Henschel float plane, soon nicknamed ‘George’ by both officers and men, which reported every KOYLI move.10 Col. Hibbert ordered ‘A’ Company of his KOYLI to move from Strommen to meet the Germans advancing from his north-west, and ordered ‘C’ Company from Sparbu to assist them.11 Using two elderly commandeered buses, ‘C’ Company set off; No. 15 Platoon had to march, and no reserves of ammunition could be taken. At Strommen, ‘A’ Company were stuck in deep snow and unable to move to meet the advancing Germans. By now, ‘B’ Company at Stiklestad was engaged with the Germans coming from the direction of Verdal and in serious trouble. ‘C’ Company was redirected, re-embussed, and moved to assist ‘B’ Company, passing the marching No. 15 Platoon on the way.

Then, at Verdal, the Germans gained a vital strongpoint. The Norwegians had blown the railway bridge some days earlier, but not the road bridge. It was held by a party of Norwegian troops with six medium machine guns. A squad of twenty British Royal Engineers, accompanying ‘B’ Company for demolition work, had been ordered forward to assist the Norwegian Dragoons:12


As the sappers marched down the road they were just in time to see the action. The Germans opened fire on the Norwegians, who at once withdrew. The enemy then crossed the bridge. The sappers engaged the Germans with their rifles and suffered casualties, and were ordered to withdraw and rejoin ‘B’ company. The enemy had secured a route for briging [sic.] up reinforcements by land and, at Fleskus, they had cut-off ‘B’ and ‘C’ companies and the sappers.13



Seeing the intensity of the German thrust, and concerned that the Lincolns, positioned to the north-west, might not be able to hold on to their coastal road positions, thus threatening the whole of the Vest Isthmus and completely cutting off the KOYLI battalion, Lt-Col. Hibbert ordered ‘A’ Company to move at nightfall to Maere and hold the road junction there, thus preserving an inland line of withdrawal for the KOYLI. ‘D’ Company was ordered back from Røra to a new position one mile south of Sparbu, while ‘B’ and ‘C’ Companies were ordered to withdraw along the eastern shores of Leksdal Lake to Fiskness.14 By these tactical withdrawals, Hibbert hoped to preserve his battalion as a fighting force and offer a more consolidated defence of the key town of Steinkjer.

At 9.30 p.m., Brigade Headquarters at Steinkjer, completely out of touch of the frontline situation, sent orders that the positions at Strommen, Røra, and Stiklestad were to be held overnight. They were then to be withdrawn the next morning, and moved across country to Henning, 3 miles north of Leksdal Lake. Such a withdrawal—without reliable transport along roads and country deep in snow—would have caused heavy losses among the troops from the unopposed German bombers. Colonel Hibbert chose to let his own orders stand. He received fresh orders just after daybreak next morning that the whole brigade, KOYLI and Royal Lincolnshires, was to be withdrawn to Namdalseidet, north-west of Steinkjer.

With his troops extended very south to Verdal, attacked without adequate retaliation by German naval, air, and ground forces, and forced to withdraw, Carton de Wiart signalled London that he had ordered Phillip’s Brigade to retire by the Steinkjer–Namsos road, to save them from having to suffer further.15 It was a risky tactic:


I had hoped that by pushing Phillips’ Brigade south as far as I did and if a heavy raid on Trondheim had taken place [i.e., the planned direct assault on Trondheim itself] I might have made a dash for Trondheim but now I clearly cannot do this—and I must try to extricate Phillips. When I get them back to Namsos there is no cover anywhere for them. I should be grateful if you would let me know what your policy will now be. I much regret to give you such a gloomy view of the situation but it is a true one.16



At about 8 a.m. on 22 April, the positions of ‘D’ Company of the KOYLI, illuminated by flares dropped by German planes, were attacked, mortared, and machine-gunned by mountain troops on motorcycles, thrusting towards a perceived vulnerable gap between the KOYLI and Lincolnshire positions.17 ‘A’ Company at Maere crossroads was also under attack.18 It was similarly being realised just how vulnerable the Royal Lincolns were to seaborne attacks along their right flank, as they were strung out along the main and most traversable road and railway line from Verdal area in the south, and through Steinkjer to Namdalseid in the north.19 By 9 a.m., the last KOYLI forward company had been forced to retire inland towards Stiklestad to rejoin the other KOYLI there.20 It was to prove a difficult withdrawal, largely on foot towards Lake Leksdalsvatnet and leaving the Royal Lincolnshires to face the brunt of the German thrust northwards. From mid-morning onwards, heavy bombing, focused on the Linconshires’ positions, followed.21 ‘C’ Company headquarters was completely destroyed at Steinkjer.

Told that the Colonel wanted to see him, Maj. Cragg ran between the burning buildings and bursting bombs to Battalion HQ:


It was a very nasty experience being bombed and having no method of retaliation. We kept wondering if and when our Air Force would come over and assist us. I found everyone safe in Btn H.Q. One poor devil from B Cy [sic.] had just been brought in with a great gash in his thigh. Frank gave me a nip of whisky and the Colonel then told me the situation. B. Coy had moved up five miles by transport with orders to prevent the enemy breaking through the Isthmus which was S.W. of D Coy and they were now in action. Sixty of H.Q. Coy, mostly admin staff, and one platoon of D Coy were advancing to the south of the Isthmus. C Coy had to move forward immediately to fill the gap between H.Q. Coy and B Coy in the Isthmus. I rang through to Dick Giles and told him to rendezvous with the Coy … that we were to leave everything behind except what was absolutely essential for fighting and the bare necessities. Two platoons managed to get away by transport and the bombing started again.22



Cpl Lane’s account takes up the developing situation:


A spotter plane came over our positions continually … on the Sunday morning and about 11am the action started. Some of C and D companies were dispatched down the road to contact the enemy.… There was soon a fierce battle raging and the first casualty was a young Grimsby lad of C company … he was twenty-one that day. He was turning to give the ‘enemy in sight’ signal when he was immediately shot and killed. After that there was persistent firing and the superior fire power of the enemy took its toll.… We were being heavily mortared with their multiple mortars.… We were having to hit the ground every few seconds, but through all this the young soldiers never wavered, although hungry and tired, as we were still only getting the odd packet of hard biscuits and very, very little sleep, and we hadn’t had a hot drink in seven days since we landed. We were under heavy mortar fire for over three hours and luckily we had suffered no casualties, although they had found the range…23



From midday onwards, a series of heavy bombing attacks were launched upon Steinkjer, some five miles behind the Lincolnshire and KOYLI positions.24 The town, which now housed both the Brigade and Battalion Headquarters, and through which all supplies and communication must pass to the British front line, was by late afternoon in ruins, all buildings burnt or demolished, the road bridge destroyed, railway immobilised, and water supplies cut.25

The position of the Lincolnshires was becoming very difficult. Two companies, plus a detachment of headquarters troops, were still holding the line but a third company had to be withdrawn to higher ground after suffering 21 per cent casualties.26 The main road north, an area between Verdalsøra and Vist, was relinquished to the enemy at dusk. ‘C’ Company of the Lincolnshires were embussed and retired into new positions in woods on higher ground. From Major Cragg’s account:


[Crossed] a valley up a snow track until we stuck in a very deep snow.… We made the wood on top of the hill and then had about half a [sic.] hour march down a snow track through a wood where we met Donald Stokes I saw his position and recced my position. There hadn’t been much firing on our immediate front. The enemy firing, which consisted chiefly of very rapid M.G. fire on B Coy’s front, had ceased. We were all in position C Company by 9pm in a line of platoons extending north and south along the perimeter of a fir tree wood, two feet deep in snow, for three quarters of a mile.27



‘C’ Company was ordered to connect up with ‘B’ Company to their right, but a search patrol, sent out during the night, was unable to make any contact. At 7.30 a.m., the enemy was reported in the woods, some 500 yards away, across an open valley to the front.

From Major Cragg:


I sent a message back to Battn. H.Q. … one mile to the rear, by Pte Roach, my runner, detailing the situation, asking for information and requesting A Coy to come forward to fill the gap between us and B Coy.… At 11am a Battn. Liaison Officer from the K.O.Y.L.I. arrived and asked for the situation. At 12 noon two officers of the K.O.Y.L.I. arrived and said that they had brought two platoons to assist us and that they were stuck in buses half way up the hill a mile to our rear. I asked them to bring the platoons down to my position.

Heavy enemy M.G fire opened from behind us at the top of the woods just afterwards, followed by heavy mortar fire from positions we could not see in front of us. The bombs appeared to be falling in the area of D Coy’s position in the valley three quarters of a mile behind us. More Heinkels were flying low behind us and the enemy cruiser [destroyer] opened fire on Steinkjer.

There appeared to be a major battle in progress behind us and I could hear us returning fire from the far side of the valley one mile behind my position.… While I was considering the best action, my runner, Pte Roach, suddenly appeared from Battn Advanced H.Q. He had been machine gunned in the open and was close to the two platoons of K.O.Y.L.I. but had been able to crawl through snow into a wood and so on to us without being hit—a very courageous act. His message to me was to withdraw.… We decided to get out of it with all our men as quickly as possible and make for the top of the wood.… We left the Bren tripods as they were too heavy to carry and 20,000 rounds of ammunition.28



The two KOYLI Second Lieutenants could only watch as their two platoons were caught out in the open and, with some killed or wounded, taken prisoner by the enemy. The two officers stayed with the Royal Lincolnshires and eventually were able to rejoin their own battalion.29, 30

The Lincolnshires had held their positions doggedly during the morning, though constantly engaged by the German infantry, and subjected to some 5.1-inch shellfire from the German destroyer and machine-gunning from the air.31 In early afternoon, they had received the much delayed order to withdraw ‘issued by their second-in-command three hours before for a withdrawal to Steinkjet [sic.] which he regardsed [sic.] as necessary to conform with the actions of the KOYLI and then fell back rapidly’.32 The commanding officer tried to organise a further stand half way to Steinkjer but ‘the withdrawal once commenced was impossible to check’.33

From Cpl Lane’s account:


About 3.00pm the Company Commander gave orders to evacuate our positions. It would have been only a matter of time before we were despatched to oblivion.… Our troubles started as soon as each man crawled out of our little dugout. Three of the first men out were caught by a mortar bomb. One private, ‘Cutler’, was very badly hit, one stretcher bearer got it too, and the Company Commander had a very severe wound below his private parts, but he carried on despite his terrible wounds. We had no medical personnel so it was a case of patching them up as best we could … sustained another casualty. An old reservist ‘Geordie Gray’ had one wrist just hanging on by the skin and the young lad ‘Cutler’ had to be left for the enemy to pick up, as that was the only chance he had of surviving. We had no transport of any kind and I never saw an ambulance in the whole campaign.34



Meanwhile, the exhausted withdrawing KOYLI troops were cut off by the Germans’ leap-fogging assaults, but Lt-Col. Hibbert, the Battalion Commander, remembered, from pre-war fishing expeditions in Norway, an old wooden bridge across the Ogna river, east of Steinkjer, which might provide an escape route.35, 36 A Norwegian guide, equipped with skis, found it some 6 miles away from the KOYLI positions, but a great deal further over mountain tracks for men without skis. Hibbert’s men loaded their wounded on to sleds and, covering 82 miles in sixty-seven hours, reached new positions north of Namsos.37

The Royal Lincolnshires, who had borne the brunt of the more recent fighting had an equally daunting, long and arduous trek to safety.38 From the account of Major Cragg, commanding ‘C’ Company:


[We] arrived at our objective [on the planned retirement route] at 7.30pm, where we lay up till dark … until a civilian … told us that Vist and Steinkjer were in the hands of the Germans … decided that we must cross the open valley as soon as it was dark and make up into the mountains and connect with the K.O.Y.L.I. on their route since we did not know to what position the remainder of the Battn had withdrawn … so two hundred of us set off at 9pm across the snow and reached the woods on the far side of the valley twenty minutes later and without incident.… For four and a half hours we stumbled up the mountain, the snow getting deeper, until at the top we were struggling in snow almost up to our waist. We had as our guide my compass and the huge fires in Steinkjer. At 3am when we were practically exhausted … we found a barn into which we all clambered and fell asleep. We had travelled only one and a half miles in our effort to get as far as possible.39



Cpl Lane and his group had become detached from the rest of the company but found their way back to the main body. From his account:


[We] met up with our Company Commander and the rest of our company, except one of our platoons who were cut off, behind enemy lines. There was a bit of a conference that night and the Company Commander had the N.C.O’s [sic.] together to discuss events of the day’s fighting and other things. He was in a lot of pain but had so much guts he just wouldn’t give up. He said he was in command and command he did. He was a Solicitor in Civvy Street, and a very mild mannered man, and I think he was embarrassed at the thought of someone dressing his private parts where he had stopped a splinter from a mortar bomb. He was a man who believed in setting an example for the men to follow. We had another good officer, a Lieutenant Flint, only young but not lacking in courage and he was the man who led the attack on the enemy earlier in the day. He was a sheep farmer in Civvy Street.40



Major Cragg describes the next morning:


We decided to … make our objective Hemming … where we hoped to connect up with the K.O.Y.L.I.’s [sic.]. We were hungry, thirsty and footsore, and some poor fellows had started eating snow—a bad sign—but thankful to be alive. We made good progress and reached Hemming, very exhausted, about mid-day … we were informed that the K.O.Y.L.I. had slept there the previous night and suddenly left in a hurry about midnight. We halted by the only general store in the village, and for the next hour we were busy practically buying up the place. We first of all had a good drink of water, then bought cigarettes, cigars, biscuits, chocolates and pairs of socks. We discovered that the K.O.Y.L.I. had discarded a quantity of provisions in a barn, so we replenished our empty haversacks with these. They had also discarded some twenty light machine guns [Brens] and rendered them useless by removing the breach blocks—also a quantity of ammunition.41



The Lincolnshires continued their circuitous retreat, with some backtracking to avoid advancing German ski troops.42 By 4 p.m. on Wednesday 24 April, the party had been retreating for some forty-nine hours, following their order to withdraw. In that time, they had been on the move for thirty-four hours but only able to cover 45 miles, due to the deep snow and arduous terrain. By now, some of the tired, hungry, and dispirited territorials were becoming truculent, hostile, and disenchanted and, lacking the military experience of more seasoned regular soldiers, less disciplined in their behaviour. Cpl Lane’s account reveals the confusion and the resulting near-mutinous disenchantment of the retreating soldiers.43 Some were also by now not wholly confident in their leadership, although one unsubstantiated incident reported by Lane showed their respect and admiration for General Carton de Wiart:


We fell in outside and set off on the roads again, and marching down the road in charge of a small column of men was no other than the General in charge of the Namsos operation … no other than General Carton de Wiart, the one armed Victoria Cross holder. He gave us a pep talk and his manner seemed to give the lads a boost. By now the news hawks were around following the column. They were taking pictures … of a retreating army, but I don’t think that they got many pictures that day because the old general showed he’d lost none of his fire.… He was carrying an officer cane under the armpit of his missing arm and he removed it and took a swipe at those with cameras, knocked them to the ground and trampled on them. He was a right fiery old bugger but everyone laughed like hell at his action. Some of the things he said to those reporters … turned the air blue. After a long march the old General led us to some buildings that turned out to be a dairy. There he got permission for us to bed down overnight while he went off. We never saw him again…44



After being bombed out of the dairy, Lane and his companions followed a circular route and after three hours found shelter in a barn about 15 miles from Namsos. After a day of resting, without any food, a small reconnaissance party of one officer, four corporals, and six men, including Cpl Lane, were sent on a reconnaissance mission to the village of Grong. The village was deserted except for a working small bakery:


[The] smell of newly baked bread wafted through the air … we soon found the bake house and with a little gentle persuasion and a clicking of rifle bolts we induced the two bakers to put a dozen loaves in a bag. They seemed very reluctant and said it was for the villagers who apparently left their homes during the day to shelter in the railway tunnels so as to avoid the bombing. Anyhow we triumphantly took the bread because a lot of the older men who had false teeth couldn’t chew those bloody dog biscuits. The officer in charge of the patrols wasn’t too pleased about it. He said it was looting. He must have thought he was playing at War Games instead of the real thing. It took some of these officers a long time to realise it wasn’t territorial drill night and then back home to the local with the lads.45



Eventually, Maj. Cragg’s Lincolnshires got back to British-held territory and joined other companies of the battalion.

Derelict Steinkjer and its environs were now left to the victorious Germans who halted and consolidated their front line there before turning south to join the columns advancing from Oslo up the Gudbrandsdal and Østerdal. On 30 April, they linked up with Colonel Fischer’s advance troops at Berkaak, some 35 miles below Trondheim, leaving Southern Norway now firmly in German occupation.46 The Germans had scored a significant and far reaching victory, both militarily and politically, against the Allied northern pincer intentions against Trondheim.

A graphic report by an American, Leland Stone, who claimed to have been the only newspaper correspondent to pass beyond the British advanced headquarters to the very edge of the heavy firing zone at Steinkjer, was widely syndicated in the American and Foreign Press. It was to cause considerable anger and disquiet in British Military circles, who were anxious to play down the deteriorating position in central Norway:


After only four days of fighting, nearly half of this initial B.E.F. contingent has been knocked out—either killed, wounded or captured. On Monday these comparatively inexperienced and incredibly underarmed [sic.] British troops were decisively defeated. They were driven back in precipitate disorder from Vist, three miles south of the bomb-ravaged town of Steinkjer.… A battalion of 600 territorials were fighting desperately to hold Vist, the point of their farthest southward advance towards Trondheim. As twilight closed they were completely done in. For hours they had been torn and broken under the terrible triple onslaught of German infantry, tri-motored bombers [sic.] and naval artillery firing from destroyers at the head of Beitstad Fiord … within two hours the British troups [sic.] were in flight, having no chance whatever with nothing but Bren machine guns and rifles.47



Gen. Carton de Wiart stoutly defended the performance of his troops under their trying conditions:


The troops at Trondheim [sic.] had a particularly bad time. The road ran through the town on the shore of the fiord in full view of the ships, and the troops had to take to the snow-covered hills, ploughing through unknown country in eighteen inches of snow, only to be attacked by German ski-troops. There is no doubt that not many of them would have survived had it not been for the handling of the situation by Brigadier Phillips. We retired to positions north of Steinjaer [sic.]and out of the reach of the German naval guns, where we were able to hold on.48



He had reported the serious state of affairs to the War Office:


Enemy aircraft have almost completely destroyed Namsos, beginning on railhead target, diving indiscriminately. At present impossible to land more men or material. If I am to continue operations, it seems that I must largely depend on road-borne supplies, either through Mosjoen [sic.][150 miles away by road] or from Sweden.… Acute shortage of cars and petrol here. I see little chance of carrying out decisive, or indeed, any operations unless enemy air activity is considerably restricted. Audet wishes Gamelin [C-in-C of French Land Forces, approximating to the British CIGS] informed of situation. Phillip’s brigade at present Verdal, Skeinkjaer [sic.], Foldafoss. French take over around Namsos.49



Carton de Wiart was in a difficult position. He could not receive reinforcements and supplies via Namsos, and his ill-equipped front line troops south of Steinkjer had been forced into a disorderly retreat by the advancing German warships and the ever-present unchallenged Luftwaffe bombers. He was getting little military assistance from the French contingent and little moral support from his CIGS in London, who was writing testily in his diary of 23 April:


No news of the French at Namsos whatever, and Carton de Wiart is talking about evacuation and has asked for ships to be ready. There are more troops ashore at Namsos than there are Germans at Trondheim, and there should be no question of any hurried evacuation being necessary. I cannot understand this at all … I find people talking about ‘desperate situations’ and of ‘evacuation’ as if it can be carried out in a minute.

A bad wire from Carton de Wiart about bombing at Namsos. Winston rang me up and I went over to see him. We found that the French Admiral had his ship hit and had gone off with his three empty transports taking the [British] A.A. Cruiser with him. He thus left his men without any A.A. defence and had no right to take our cruiser anyway. Carton de Wiart said that ‘effect on French bad’.

At Namsos the absence of the A.A. cruiser, taken away by the French Admiral, allowed the Germans to destroy Namsos railhead. Audet, the French General, seems to have got inland, but has been affected by the bombing. ‘He wishes Gamelin informed.’ A typical French remark which one must pass over as being made in stress. There is now nothing to be done but to try to recover the station and make a road L. of C. It means no more troops there.50



Establishing a relieving L.C. (line of communication) to the north of Namsos was easier said than done for Carton de Wiart:


Just as we had settled to an uneventful routine with my troops in their new positions, wires started to flash to and from the War Office. First to evacuate, then to hold on, then to evacuate, then suddenly it was suggested that I should retire on Moesjen [sic.], about one hundred miles to the north of Namsos. I knew the road to be covered in deep snow and impassable for infantry, and I could see no point in the move and wired the War Office to that effect. Meanwhile I sent Peter Fleming and Martin Lindsay to reconnoitre the route in a car and they took twelve hours to cover forty miles.

I believe the War Office considered me very unenterprising for opposing their suggestion, but I felt at that moment the move only looked feasible on a map.51



Carton de Wiart’s decision was to cause significant strategic difficulties later for the Allied Forces in the Northern Narvik region.

By now, 24 April, both the northern and southern pincer initiatives were in serious trouble. In the north of Trondheim, the advancing German garrison troops had stopped at Steinkjer and were consolidating their positions having forced the hasty, and chaotic, retreat of General Carton de Wiart’s territorials. To the south, Brigadier Morgan’s two territorial battalions had been broken in the Gudbrandsdal and, exhausted and disorganised, forced to steadily withdraw towards their base in Aandalsnes, although reinforcements under Major General Paget were en route from Britain to help stem the German advance up the Gudbrandsdal from Oslo.


9

Efforts to Deter the Luftwaffe Domination

The dominating influence of the unopposed Luftwaffe on the conduct of the Trondheim campaign, and the devastating effects that it was having on attempts to supply the northern and southern pincer diversions, were now all too apparent. As the Germans became more aware of the Allied attempt to recapture Trondheim, so the air attacks became even more intense and damaging, and the likelihood of this happening had been rightly perceived in London by the planners of the forthcoming direct frontal seaborne assault against Trondheim. With the technical and operational inability of the RAF to significantly counter the Luftwaffe bombers, it had fallen to the Royal Navy to try.

Accordingly, the Admiralty had ordered the heavy cruiser Suffolk, under the command of Capt. J. W. Durnford, to put Stavanger airfield in the south of Norway (from where German bombers were thought to be operating) out of action with an off-shore bombardment with her 8-inch guns.1 The bombardment under the direct orders of the Admiralty was planned for dawn on 17 April, in the hope that it would negate or lessen the air attacks on the northern and southern diversions and on the follow-up direct seaborne assault on Trondheim.

Privately, Capt. Durnford had doubts about the viability of the operation, given the hasty preparation and ambitious scheduling:


Apart from the fact that bombardment is a specialised form of naval gunnery for which of course there had been no opportunities for practice … since the previous October. I was under no illusions about the difficulty of the assignment, made none the easier by the extreme hurry with which this operation had to be mounted. Steaming at high speed we were unable to reach the anchorage at Scapa until six o’clock the following evening [15 April] when I learned that it would be necessary to sail, with an escort of four destroyers, not as yet detailed, at three o’clock the next afternoon, that air co-operation would be provided by R.A.F. from Leuchars in Fife, and that detailed instructions for the operation, known by the somewhat derisory name of ‘Duck’ would be sent from the Admiralty by air. Embarked a second Walrus aircraft and a Norwegian pilot who had volunteered to identify local landmarks, made a fruitless attempt to obtain more high explosive shell to augment the meagre sixty-four rounds in the ship’s outfit and awaited the arrival of the Admiralty orders with growing impatience. In fact the aircraft did not reach the airfield until early afternoon and as the operation orders had then to be brought across the bay by a drifter in a head sea, they did not arrive on board until considerably later. By then a further complication had occurred. The escorting destroyers detailed for the operation, ordered to be ready to proceed at three o’clock, were exercising their high speed minesweeper gear outside the harbour and had to return and refuel before sailing. This delayed our departure until half-past [sic.] four and it was quite a relief after so many frustrations to get into the open sea…2



The Suffolk, screened by the destroyers Hereward, Janus, Juno, and Kipling, left Scapa Flow at high speed at 4.30 p.m. on the afternoon of 16 April, crossing the North Sea at some 26 knots to reach their bombarding position in the early dawn of 17 April.3

Lt-Cdr Morgan, a Boy Telegraphist in the Norwegian Campaign, relates what happened next:


Very early on the 17 April the ship went to General Quarters or Action Stations to prepare for the bombardment. My Action Station was the Second Wireless Office where I joined two more older and senior telegraphists.… The Second Office was to communicate with Suffolk’s Walrus aircraft … [which would] spot for the guns. Only one operator was required and I up to now had no experience so I was dogsbody for the team but watching and learning. Unfortunately communication with the aircraft was not successful, only one sugnal [sic.] was received containing an operating signal and a time. Decoded it read ‘I will illuminate the enemy at 0300 (say)’ ie the aircraft would drop a flare over the airfield. I do not know to this day whether the flare was observed from the ship but the bombardment went ahead.4



At 4.14 a.m. the surfaced submarine Seal, ‘marking the spot’ of 58°57’N, 5°10’E, was sighted and five minutes later Suffolk catapulted off the first of her Walrus spotter planes. At 4.32 a.m., flashes from German rockets and anti-aircraft weapons lit up the sky above the airfield area and unfortunately obscured the identification of airfield detail from a flare dropped by an RAF Hudson plane, which was intended to mark and illuminate the target.5

With the sky lightening, land could be seen but little detail of the airfield picked out. Speed was reduced to 18 knots and at 4.47 a.m. the force turned onto its bombarding position and launched her second Walrus aircraft. There were then found to be difficulties over the wireless communication with the spotting aircraft, and the bombardment runs did not commence until 5.13 a.m., at a range of some 20,000 yards. Three runs were carried out, during which 202 rounds of 8-inch high explosive and armour-piercing shells were fired at the airfield.6 Damage to airfield installations was caused and two petrol dumps destroyed, but the airfield was not put out of action. Capt. Durnford, in his account, attributed the failure to the loss of wireless communication with the spotter aircraft, which had inevitably had an adverse effect on the bombardment:


We sighted the flashing light from the Seal at half past four … and catapulted the first Walrus aircraft, to be followed half an hour later by the second one. They were to spot the fall of shot and make their own way back to the Scottish coast. Though they both arrived back safely our hopes of their wireless reports were disappointed owing to some technical error in wireless communication and henceforth dependence had to be placed on direct observation from the ship which was very difficult at a range of ten miles with the airfield covered by a thin layer of snow. As soon as it was light enough to see the land clearly fire was opened … and continued for an hour while the ship ran back to the north and once again to the south until six o’clock when the sun rose clear of the land and the fall of shot could no longer be observed. We had fired 202 shells … and it was time to get out. No friendly aircraft were with us.7



During the outward passage to Stavanger, Suffolk had received what turned out to be significant operational alterations and signals. After the bombardment, intended to be undertaken in the hours of darkness, the ship and her escorts had been originally ordered to return to Scapa for which fighter escort had been arranged. By the time the ships sailed, Rosyth had been substituted for Scapa:


[It] soon became clear that less air cover would be available for the return trip than had been hoped for, while further signal orders, received on the outward passage, ordered a sweep to the north after the bombardment to intercept some German destroyers reported in that area made it extremely improbable that we should see any of our own aircraft unless they turned up over the bombarding position.8



No British aircraft arrived, and at 6.04 a.m. the naval force withdrew to the west, standing out to sea until 7.04 a.m., when the second part of the operation began, a sweep to the north towards central Norway in order to intercept enemy destroyers thought to be in the area. Fighter cover had been arranged with Coastal Command but it failed to arrive, leaving the warships to rely on their own defensive firepower to fend off any retaliatory air attacks. The Luftwaffe arrived two hours after the completion of the bombardment, and from then on Suffolk and her escorts were subjected to almost continuous air attack. The order to search for the German destroyers was to have a decisive impact on Suffolk’s return home. Delays in opening up the bombardment until better light, plus the time spent subsequently waiting for full light to carry out the fruitless search for the destroyers, meant that the ships were still dangerously close to the Norwegian coast when the Luftwaffe found them.


At half past nine there was a lull; but the constant attendance of a flying boat warned us that there was more to come.… I had come sixty miles to the northland and was still only thirty miles from the Norwegian coast with its innumerable fiords and inland passages into which the reported enemy ships could well have vanished. Nothing had been sighted and we had no further reports of them. We had already expended half our four-inch ammunition and had no fighter support which could only come from Rosyth or Scapa Flow, over two hundred miles to the westward. I reported the situation and altered course for Scapa.9



At 10.37 a.m. Suffolk was hit by a heavy bomb which put X and Y turrets out of action as well as causing severe flooding. Suffolk took on 1,500 tons of water in twenty minutes, reducing her speed to 18 knots.

Boy Telegraphist Morgan recalls the moment the bomb struck:


With each air attack you could feel the ship heel over as she answered the wheel to avoid the bombs and then there was [sic.] the ‘clonks’ seeming to come from below the ship, as the bombs exploded. All of a sudden there was a terrific bang, a flash of flames between my legs and then the feeling of falling backwards but slowly. We had been hit … my legs felt numb and I had a pain at the bottom of my spine … I needed help to walk and joined other casualties on a stretcher on the Royal Marines Messdeck.10



The battlecruisers Repulse and Renown were sent to her aid, but what was needed was air cover. Admiral Forbes ordered all available Skuas based at Halston to her aid, and at 11.40 a.m. Suffolk was told that three Blenheims and three Hudsons would reach her by 12.30 p.m.—effectively too little too late. By 1.05 p.m., further attacks had temporarily put both steering motors out of action and caused further flooding.

It was not until 2.15 p.m. that friendly aircraft arrived. This arrival was almost certainly that of a squadron of RAF Blenheim light bombers, led by Wing Commander B. Embry, en route that day for a daylight raid on Stavanger airfield:


About sixty miles from the Norwegian coast I saw ahead of us and ten miles to port … the wakes of three or four ships taking avoiding action, and as I peered ahead I observed a number of splashes all around them. It was H.M.S. Suffolk and her attendant destroyers returning home from bombarding Stavanger and under attack from German bombers.… I felt I could not ignore their plight and, although my primary mission was to attack Stavanger, decided to try to intercept the German bombers or at least drive them off. We changed course and opened to full power, and as we started to close on the enemy they turned and made off in the opposite direction. Whether our intervention was the cause or whether they had expended all their bombs I do not know. We then continued on our way to Stavanger.11



By 2.30 p.m., Suffolk had nine friendly aircraft trying to protect her, but between then and 3.12 p.m. there were four more air attacks on her and her attendant destroyers. Suffolk managed to struggle back to Scapa with her quarterdeck awash and seventy dead and injured crew members. The cruiser was beached at Longhope in the Scapa Flow for temporary repairs, before sailing for the Clyde on 5 May for more extensive and permanent repairs.

The origin of the order to search northwards for German destroyers after the bombardment, and its disastrous consequences for Suffolk, has been attributed, rightly or wrongly, by the then Executive Officer of Suffolk, Commander Torlesse, to late night interference by Churchill at the Admiralty. Cdr D. Torlesse, later promoted to Rear Admiral before retirement, believed that, after Suffolk carried out her night-time bombardment of Stavanger airfield, she fell victim to one of Winston Churchill’s ‘midnight follies’.12 The then First Lord was apparently in the habit of turning up at the War Room in the Admiralty, late at night after dining out, to bring himself up to date with the naval situation. Once there, he allegedly began sending off signals to naval units. Torlesse believed that it was Churchill who ordered Suffolk to steer northwards in order to intercept reported German destroyers instead of retiring to Scapa Flow under cover of darkness. Instead, because of the amended order, she had to remain on station for a further two hours and was found by the Luftwaffe which, according to Commander Torlesse, ‘cooked our goose.’13

Churchill makes no mention of the order or the unsuccessful search to intercept enemy destroyers following Suffolk’s bombardment in books of the Second World War, only that on her withdrawal she was bombed and heavily hit, and reached Scapa Flow with her quarterdeck awash.14

The author has been unable to substantiate the attribution of the change of orders to Churchill. He may well have been totally innocent of any meddling with Suffolk’s orders. Indeed, Captain R. Edwards (later Admiral Sir Ralph Edwards, but at the time of the Suffolk bombardment Assistant Director of Operations at the Admiralty) writing to the historian Roskill in 1954 on the subject of Churchill’s giving and modifying of naval orders, was of the opinion that Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, the First Sea Lord, had an active role:


He was the arch meddler and I couldn’t have believed that any Admiral could interfere with his Commanders at sea as the First Sea Lord then did. Over and over again I was instructed by him to make signals to the Flreets [sic.] and ships at sea giving them detailed instructions of what to steer and how fast to go and where to put the cruiser screen.… I do not agree that Winston was invariably the one who interfered. Far from it: I regard his interference as negligible when compared with Dudley Pound.15



The bombardment of Stavanger airfield by Suffolk had primarily been intended as an integral part of Operation Hammer—the proposed direct frontal attack from the sea on Trondheim itself, by heavy units of the Home Fleet bombarding enemy positions defending the town and covering the landing of some 5,000 to 8,000 men from accompanying troopships. It had been hoped that the bombardment by Suffolk would neutralise or eliminate Luftwaffe interventions against the ships taking part in the operation. The operation had been a failure and confirmed Admiralty fears over the proposed direct assault.

The prime mover for Operation Hammer was Winston Churchill, who, no doubt inspired by the Royal Navy’s success with their overwhelming display of force in the Second Battle of Narvik on 13 April, was convinced that a similar bold move from the sea could retake Trondheim. At 1.42 a.m. on 14 April, the Admiralty had signalled Sir Charles Forbes, then with the Home Fleet off the Lofoten Islands:


Intention up to present has been to land at Namsos for the Trondheim area. For many reasons it would be advantageous to land a force inside Trondheim Fiord. 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 what type would you propose to use? Request early reply, as any plan must depend on the above.16



After requesting information on known and likely German coastal batteries around Trondheim, Forbes replied at 11.57 a.m. to the effect that any shore batteries could no doubt be dealt with by daylight battleship gunfire, but that none of his Home Fleet battleships had 15-inch high explosive shells. More importantly, he believed, were the difficulties to be overcome in protecting the accompanying troopships from air attack during their thirty-mile journey up the fjord to Trondheim, and to then carry out an opposed landing, again under likely continuous air attack.17 He concluded that ‘For foregoing reasons, I do not consider operation feasible, unless you are prepared to face very heavy losses in troops and transports.’18

The Admiralty answered him at 1.21 a.m. on 15 April, with a signal which this time bore the unmistakeable imprint of a ‘Churchill’s Prayer’:


We still think that the operation described should be further considered. It would not take place for seven days devoted to careful preparation. Danger from air would not be appreciably less wherever these large troopships are brought into the danger zone; in fact, it might be greater while the aerodrome at Trondheim is in action. Our idea would be that, in addition to the R.A.F. bombing of Stavanger aerodrome, the Suffolk should bombard with high explosive at dawn, hoping thereby to put Stavanger aerodrome out of business. The aerodrome at Trondheim, which is close to the harbour, could be dealt with by F.A.A. bombers and subsequently by bombardment.

High explosive shells for 15-inch guns has been ordered to Rosyth. The Furious and 1st Cruiser Squadron would be required for the operation.

Pray therefore, consider this important project further.19



With Forbes still doubtful, further signal exchanges on proposed operational details for ‘Hammer’ took place over the next day or two, including a visit to the Commander-in-Chief on his flagship Nelson, now back at Scapa Flow, by emissary from the Admiralty Rear Admiral Holland. After a great deal of coming and going between London and the fleet flagship, Forbes agreed, somewhat reluctantly, to carry troops in his warships for the frontal attack but refused to employ troopships.20 Time, however, was very short and rehearsals for the landings, which the C-in-C regarded as vital, could not be fitted in by 22–23 April, the date selected for the attack.21, 22

However, by now Churchill’s dominating involvement in the direction of events and operations in Norway was causing much concern and anger among fellow politicians, planners, and other service heads in London. During a Chiefs of Staff meeting on 15 April, the Secretary to the Committee, General H. L. Ismay, had cleared the room of Assistant Secretaries and begged the Chiefs ‘to exercise the most rigid self-control … and at all costs to keep their tempers.’23 He also warned the Cabinet Secretary, Sir Edward Bridges, that there was likely to be ‘a first class row’ if the Military Co-ordination Committee continued discussing Operation Hammer with Churchill as its Chairman and suggested that the Prime Minister chaired the Committee meetings, at least for the present. War Cabinet members, invited by Churchill to approve hazardous operations without the accompanying formal written appreciations by Chiefs of Staff, were also becoming uneasy about Churchill’s methods of getting his way. From John Colville’s diary entry for 17 April:


Lord Hankey indicated to me that he was a little worried by Winston’s determination to direct the war: He remembers, he says, the operations at Dardanelles all too clearly. He is going to warn the Prime Minister.24



Then, as the plans for the direct assault, Operation Hammer, were explored in more detail by the Commanders-in-Chiefs and their staffs, they rapidly began to doubt the viability of the operation, given the short timescale and the resources both required and actually available. The realisation that the diversionary military operations north and south of the Trondheim area were not going to plan also caused concern about the likely success of a frontal attack upon the town. General Ironside summed up the then position:


At this juncture the situation might still have been saved and Trondheim might still have been captured if the third move, to which both these operations were subsidiary and on whose success their usefulness entirely depended, had been immediately executed, namely the direct assault from the sea. The troops [15 Brigade and others] stood ready to embark, and although two of their commanders, Hotblack and Berney-Ficklin, had been lost, a third officer, Paget, … had been immediately appointed.25 But now the Navy had second thoughts.26



Churchill was to record that, during 18 April, an acrimonious but decisive change took place in the views of the Chiefs of Staff.27 This developed from the Admiralty’s growing realisation of what they were committing in terms of available warships to Operation Hammer, and from concerns from the War Office that, even if the naval side was successful, the proposed landing of the troops in the face of heavy Luftwaffe bombing would be problematic. In the end, the Chiefs of Staff produced a paper opposing Operation Hammer.

The rethink was based on the latest reports on German strength at Trondheim, which could be brought to bear on any attack from the sea.28 The Germans had some 2,000 men, chiefly at Vaernes and in the forts guarding the entrance to the fjord, where there were thought to be 6-inch and 8-inch guns. The troops were young and fit Austrian and Bavarian highlanders, well-equipped with anti-aircraft guns. The Germans were very strong in the air over the Trondheim area, as witnessed by the severe mauling that the Suffolk had received only the day before when attempting to put Stavanger airfield out of commission. There were other airfields at Vaernes and on a frozen lake five miles south-east of Trondheim, from which the Luftwaffe could mount a continuous onslaught. Admiral Forbes was particularly sceptical that the envisaged sixty-five carrier-borne FAA fighters, flown from the Glorious and Ark Royal, temporarily transferred from the Mediterranean fleet, could hold off the expected continuous air onslaught of the Luftwaffe as his warships made their way up the 30 miles of narrow fjord to Trondheim.29

There was also concern in London about the lack of secrecy of the operation arising from leaks to the British Press and the adverse public opinion that had been generated.30 It was finally decided, on Friday 19 April, to abandon Operation Hammer and instead to attempt to secure Trondheim by means of an enhanced north–south pincer movement.31 Colville records in his diary entry for Monday 22 April that, partly ‘owing to dangerously truthful prognastications [sic.] in the press [they] … abandoned the difficult project of landing from the sea under the guns of the navy and … adopted a pincer movement instead’.32

The French were still keen to proceed with the frontal assault, with her military leaders openly critical and calling for the decision to be reversed, but it was not their warships and sailors which would face the Luftwaffe, and their contribution, the Chasseurs Alpins, would not, under the original plan, be arriving until 25 April after the seaborne assault had taken place, when it was hoped that they would be able to walk ashore at the Trondheim quays.33 The decision to abandon the frontal naval assault on Trondheim was taken on 19 April, largely because of the doubts of Admiral Forbes, the man on the spot, about his warships’ continuing ability to defend themselves against the incessant Luftwaffe attacks without adequate air support. However, there were also logistical concerns. At 3 a.m. on 20 April, the First Sea Lord Admiral Pound had signalled to Admiral Forbes, the Commander-in-Chief of Home Fleet:


Recent expenditure of destroyer long range anti-aircraft ammunition has been heavy if the total size of the reserve held is appreciated. This is now reduced to 13,000 rounds of which 6,000 rounds are abroad. Deliveries in the next three weeks should reach 6,000 rounds after which further supplies are not immediately in sight. Although I am unwilling to suggest restriction in the use of any anti-aircraft gun, it is obvious that expenditure of this nature at the recent high rates must be curtailed. Action has been taken to accelerate supply to the maximum and you will be informed when the margin is ample.34



Admiral Forbes chose not to pass on this depressing news to his ships’ captains; they had troubles enough trying to deal with the German bombers.

Meanwhile conditions in Romsdalsfjord, like those further north at Namsos and Namsenfjord, were becoming increasingly difficult as the daylight hours of mid to late April grew longer and the bombing attacks became almost continuous. Any unloading of troops and supplies could only take place in the few hours of darkness between about 9 p.m. and 2 a.m., to enable the transports and supply ships to get clear of the narrow fjord confines before the bombers returned with the daylight. Further reinforcements arrived at Aandalsnes on 21 April. Six hundred men were landed from two small transports, escorted by the destroyers Jackal and Javelin. Although the merchantman Cedarbank had been the only Allied ship to be torpedoed during the Norwegian campaign, her sinking had been a serious loss since she had carried a cargo of anti-aircraft guns and lorries.

The devastating effects of the unopposed German airpower on both the morale of the men and the destruction of material was by now so severe that General Paget, on taking command of 15 Brigade, had made representations to London-based General Massy (who had now been appointed to have overall control of all allied operations in Central and Southern Norway) for urgent action to combat the Luftwaffe’s complete mastery of the skies over the Trondheim region.35 The desperate ad hoc response was to arrange for at least one squadron of Gladiator fighters to operate from a hastily prepared makeshift base on the ice of the frozen Lake Lesjaskog, roughly mid-way between Dombaas and Aandalsnes. The lake is some eight miles long by about half a mile wide, bounded by woods, and the village of Lesjaskog is two miles away. The Gladiator was an obsolete, single-seater biplane fighter, armed with four forward-firing 0.303-inch machine guns. It had the sole merits of being able to operate from short, rough runways and good manoeuvrability. The eighteen Gladiators were to be transported across the North Sea to a position off Norway by aircraft carrier.

Locally recruited labour had cleared a runway on the lake measuring some 800 yards long by 75 yards wide, and swept the snow from a track between the lakeside and the main road connecting Dombaas with Aandalsnes.36 However, only a half mile single rough path was cleared in the one foot deep snow from the lake edge to the runway.37 There were only two lorries available, and stores and equipment had to be conveyed from the roadside to the lakeside and runway by the use of three intermittently available horse-drawn sledges.

The sourcing and provisioning of stores and supplies was ultimately to lead to the failure of this desperate attempt by the Royal Navy and RAF to bring succour to the hard-pressed troops on the ground. The untried servicing parties of RAF ground staff, plus a small contingent of Royal Marines to man the Oerlikon anti-aircraft guns and guard the supplies, arrived in two parties on 23 and 24 April. They found that only two refuelling troughs had been supplied and that the aircraft engine starter trolley could not be used because the batteries were uncharged and no acid had been sent. Moreover, the ground staff contingent only included one armourer to service the seventy-two machine guns of the expected eighteen aircraft.

On 23 April, the aircraft carriers Ark Royal and Glorious, under Vice-Admiral L. V. Wells flying his flag in Ark Royal, had joined the Home Fleet at Scapa Flow from the Mediterranean. They left the same day for Norway. Glorious was tasked with transporting and flying off the squadron of obsolescent Gloster Gladiator biplane fighters to Lake Lesjaskog. The RAF Squadron, No. 263, was led by Sqn Ldr J. W. ‘Baldy’ Donaldson. Grp Capt. R. S. Mills, then a flight commander in the squadron, was later to write of subsequent events:


The crew of the Glorious, which had been hurriedly recalled from a long spell in the Mediterranean, was in a poor, even mutinous mood. They had had no shore leave with their families after a protracted absence abroad. D’Oyly-Hughes, the ship’s captain, wanted the squadron to take off on 24 April at a point about 300–350 miles off the Norwegian coast and fly in from there to Lake Lesjaskog. He knew we had no maps of the landing area.

We felt this to be quite unreasonable. Baldy therefore asked the captain if we could put off much closer in—150 miles off Norway. Because we had no maps, he also asked that two navy Skua aircraft be put up to lead us to the frozen lake. After 1½ hours flying the Gladiators were landed on the ice. I flew on for another 60 miles or so to Dombass [sic.] rail junction to reconnoitre the area. The main road and rail track between Aandalsnes and Dombass [sic.] had recently been heavily bombed. On landing I reported to Baldy that there was intense air activity in the area and we must realise what we were in for.38



The pilots found that they had other problems to overcome:


Having got down on Lake Lesjaskog, the squadron found there were no refuelling tankers, only 4-gallon fuel cans and these were full of 100 instead of 87 octane spirit. This meant the engines would overheat and in due course seize up. Moreover, there were no serviceable starter batteries so the aircraft had to be started by hand—difficult with a Gladiator. Then we found that the oil was the wrong [thin] grade. Instead of the thick, winter grade, the summer mixture would freeze in the Arctic temperatures. And the Gladiator needed a pint to a quarter of oil after each flight.39



After a bitterly cold night, the controls and carburettors of the aircraft were frozen solid the next morning and, without the starter batteries, the aircraft engines had to be started by hand-cranking. It took nearly two hours to get the first Gladiator airborne. From Flight Commander R. S. Mills’s account:


On 25 April, our first morning, when the enemy attacked the lake, Baldy and I were stranded in our billets, three miles from our aircraft, in deep snow. When eventually I got airborne, the enemy mounted another attack and two sticks of bombs fell close to Baldy. He was badly shaken and concussed.

After managing to refuel two Gladiators with the aid of two milk jugs acquired from a nearby farmhouse … we were able to engage two formations of six Heinkels which were approaching the lake. They were driven off by our attacks and did not bomb. We then engaged a lone Heinkel and, with a beam attack forced the German pilot to crash land the aircraft … airborne for over two hours … touching [down] I saw five Ju 88s beginning a dive bombing attack on the lake… climbed to engage four of the Ju 88s. The fifth attacked Baldy … he evaded by flying down a narrow valley towards Aandalsnes, hotly pursued by the Ju 88 … the four Ju 88s I had been grappling with were now joined by a fifth.… However I managed to manoeuvre into a position from which I could make a head-on attack on the bombers with [only] one gun firing … the German pilots reformed and withdrew. After landing I went to our only Bofors gun and operated against four attacking Heinkels.40



That first day, at least five Gladiators were destroyed on the ground, and many of the ground staff had become demoralised by the bombing, the conditions, the extreme cold, and the servicing difficulties. R. S. Mills hints at the servicing difficulties, but the official historian T. H. Derry is more forthright:


At least five Gladiators were destroyed before they could get into the air, but two rose to meet the first big attack and accumulators then helped up others. But many of the ground staff, who were strangers to the unit and unfamiliar with their aircraft, took shelter in the trees, from which they did not emerge, although the naval contingent dauntlessly fought their guns (including some borrowed Lewis guns) and although they could see their own officers and sergeants at their task of starting engines and refuelling and rearming aircraft. In these circumstances it took between one and one-and-a-half hours to rearm and refuel a single machine. Consequently most of the Gladiators were bombed and set alight or disabled by blast while awaiting fuel and ammunition on the ground.41



Despite all the difficulties, the Squadron flew a total of forty sorties that day and shot down six enemy planes, and during the morning two sections of three aircraft took off and took the fight to the enemy. One section patrolled over the Kvam area, where advance parties of the reinforcing 150 Brigade were attempting to hold back the German onslaught, giving much welcome practical help and moral support to the embattled British and Norwegian troops below. The second section of Gladiators tried to fight off the German bombers, superior in both numbers and performance, attacking their airfield on the lake. At noon only eight Gladiators survived the bombing, and by nightfall the number had fallen to just four aircraft; there was no more belted ammunition and the ice of the lake was breaking up under the impact of the bombs. Some 132 bomb craters were counted in the immediate vicinity of the lake.42

On 27 April, with only four aircraft left, the RAF contingent were forced to destroy these planes. They were evacuated back to Scotland on the motor vessel Delius, which was attacked for five hours by Heinkel bombers.43 On the squadron’s return to Northolt, Donaldson and Mills were subjected to a detailed debriefing at the Air Ministry:


When we pointed out the difficulties we had been confronted with—wrong aviation spirit, wrong oil, no serviceable starter batteries, unsuitable equipment, no maps, lack of ammunition—senior officers were unable to give any answers. We were simply told: ‘You appreciate the squadron was sent to Norway as a token sacrifice.’44



The FAA did what it could to combat the German air attacks with carrier-borne Skua dive bomber/fighter aircraft. On 23 April, the Ark Royal, operating 800 and 803 squadrons who had been so successful in sinking the German cruiser Königsberg, from bases in Scotland, arrived off Trondheim accompanied by the carrier Glorious, two cruisers, and five destroyers.45


In a blinding snowstorm she took up a positionabout [sic.] a hundred and tweny [sic.] miles from the shore and flew off six Skuas to cover the Allied beachheads.… From where they had been flown off it took the Skuas more than an hour to reach Aandelsnes [sic.].… When they arrived, they found a number of Junkers straffing [sic.] the single road up which our troops were struggling.… They tried to break them up, but ‘the Junkers had the legs of us and managed to keep out of harm’s way’. It was a ridiculous situation. The German bombers were about fifty knots faster than the British fighters! Partridge [CO of 800 Squadron] kept his Skuas over Aandelsnes [sic.] for as long as he could—they might not be able to shoot the Junkers down, but at least they could stop them straffing [sic.] the troops. In the end, however, they grew short of fuel and had to set course for the carrier. The Ark Royal, meanwhile had been forced even further away from the shore by enemy bombing attacks. Visibility was bad, and it took the Skuas some time to sight her. Nor when they did sight her were their troubles over. For she took so long to turn herself and her escort into wind that three of the planes, while waiting to land on, ran out of fuel and crashed. So the result of the first day’s operations was one Junkers damaged and the loss of three Skuas.46



The next day was to prove even more costly for the FAA—a dawn raid upon heavily defended Trondheim. Twenty-six Swordfish and ten Skua escorts were briefed to attack the harbour and nearby Vaernes airfield. They took off at 3 a.m. on what was to prove a near five hour sortie. During the raid, the FAA planes destroyed three aircraft, set on fire a large transport and two oiler ships, and destroyed a hangar on the airfield. However, the cost was cripplingly high. Four aircraft were lost through enemy action, with another seven lost through running out of fuel before they could get back to the ship. In two days, the Ark Royal had lost nearly a quarter of her planes without significant result; largely through operating too far off shore and away from her planes’ targets, with planes that did not have the performance of their opponents.

The men of the Royal Navy, RAF, and FAA had done all that could be realistically expected of them in these hastily arranged, badly organised and ill-equipped, almost suicidal, operations.


10

Failure and Abandonment in Central Norway

Following the abandonment of any thought of ejecting the German garrison from Trondheim by a direct, Navy led frontal assault, the Allied High Command decided upon a north and south pincer assault on Trondheim, notwithstanding the precarious position of the Allied forces in and around Aandalsnes in the south and Namsos in the north. Obviously further substantial reinforcement for the two pincer arms would be necessary, particularly of the southern arm. Two brigades of regular infantry were earmarked and Maj.-Gen. Paget was to be in overall command.

A signal at 5.31 p.m. on 20 April set out the plan:


(1) It is intended to land a considerable force in the Aandalsnes area with the ultimate object of capturing Trondheim in conjunction with Genral [sic.] de Wiart’s force at Namsos. Two brigades originally allocated to ‘Hammer’ will be landed in the Aandalsnes area, so as to gain control of the Dombaaas [sic.] area and isolate Trondheim from the south. Further troops will follow.

(2) This operation will still be referred to as ‘Sickle’

(3) ‘Maurice’ is being reinforced by French troops.

(4) The first of the brigades referred to in papragraph (1) [sic.] will probably land pm 23rd and pm 25th April.

(5) Immediate steps are being taken to obtain small transports suitable for entering the fiords; in the meantime it will be necessary for H.M. ships to be used in transporting troops.1



In the event, only the 15th Infantry Brigade, comprised of three battalions of regular troops—viz the Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry; the York and Lancashire Regiment; and the Green Howards, withdrawn from the BEF in France—went to reinforce Sickleforce in Norway. General Paget’s main focus was initially to be preventing any further northward advance of the Germans towards Trondheim. The troops, some 2,700 in total, were only marginally better equipped than the original territorial ‘Sickleforce’ under Brig. Morgan, although it did have nine French 25-mm Hotchkiss light anti-tank guns, which offered better, but still limited, capability against the tanks being deployed by the Germans in their advance up the Gudbrandsdal.2 The anti-tank company was made up of men from each of the three battalions under the command of Capt. P. H. D. Dessain of the Green Howards.3 The 15th Brigade also had a battery of Bofors 40-mm anti-aircraft guns, but adequate transportation for the troops and their equipment was still conspicuously missing. Maj.-Gen. Paget later reported:


[Took] command of Sickleforce on 22 April on instruction from General Massy. Of the relatively large force under my command only a very small proportion materialised in the forward area, viz:

148 Infantry Brigade, less one battalion, which had ceased to exist as a fighting formation before I assumed command

15th Infantry Brigade

168th Light A.A. Bty (less two troops)

55th Field Coy (less one section)4



The first batch of the brigade left Rosyth on 22 April in the cruisers Galatea, Sheffield, and Glasgow, and the destroyers Campbell, Ivanhoe, and Icarus, with Admiral Edward-Collins in command in his flagship Galatea. The ships transported the 1st Battalion Yorkshire and Lancashire Regt and the 1st Battalion King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, comprising some 2,100 men, plus the anti-tank guns and half the Bofors guns. They arrived without incident on 23 April, with the Sheffield and two destroyers disembarking at Molde and Aandalsnes under the command of Brigadier W. E. F. Smyth.

Admiral Layton left Rosyth on 24 April with the remainder of the force, the battalion of the 1st Green Howards, and the remaining Bofors guns, their crews, and Gen. Paget and his HQ staff on the cruisers Birmingham, Manchester and York, and the destroyers Arrow, Acheron and Griffin. The 1st Battalion of the Green Howards, under the command of Lt-Col. A. E. Robinson, had left Boulogne on 17 April for England. The next day, it continued its journey from Dover to Dunfermline and on 24 April embarked at Rosyth for Norway.5 The ships carried between them nearly 1,600 men and 300 tons of stores.

By the last week in April, the atmosphere in both the German and Allied camps had polarised. Where previously Hitler and the German High Command had been dismayed and apprehensive over the outcome of the Allied assault aimed at retaking Trondheim, the German military commanders in Norway were now full of confidence and in full cry to throw the Allied Forces back into the sea.6 On 24 April, Gen. von Falkenhorst, the overall German commander, now very confident following his routing of 148 Brigade in the Gudbrandsdal, decided that most of Lt-Gen. R. Pellengahr’s 191 Infantry Division could be diverted from its drive towards Trondheim and directed towards Aandalsnes and the complete destruction of the remnants of Brigadier Morgan’s 148 Brigade and the newly arrived 15 Brigade. The relief of Trondheim would be left to Col H. Fischer, who was forcing his way against Norwegian troops up the Østerdal valley with three infantry battalions, two artillery battalions, and an engineering battalion, plus tanks and motorised units, towards Trondheim, via the townships of Tynset, Tolga, Rores, and Storen.7

In London and Paris, confusion reigned as to the best way to deal with the deteriorating situation in the Trondheim hinterland. On 22 April, Neville Chamberlain, Winston Churchill, and the CIGS had visited Paris. After meeting his opposite number General Gamelin, General Ironside was able to report to Neville Chamberlain that (according to Gamelin), the French Premier Paul Reynaud had been very difficult, saying that he was not going to have another Finland, and that Gamelin had had to threaten resignation. The French had agreed that Britain had a free hand and could do what they liked militarily, so long as in the end, Britain collected them under their general.8

The Prime Minister appeared to be happy and relieved with the outcome of the Paris discussions of the Trondheim difficulties, particularly over the French admiral’s action in taking away the anti-aircraft cruiser Cairo to help the French destroyers escort the damaged Émile Bertin back to Britain. The three empty French troopships that had started a hare running in British Government circles forced them to criticise French commitment in the Norwegian Campaign. From John Colville’s diary entry, also of 23 April:


The P.M returned from France and they all seemed rather elated. Here, on the other hand, gloom reigns. H. J. W. [Sir Horace John Wilson, Permanent Secretary to the Treasury and the Chancellor] because of the difficulties which General [sic.] Phillips’ brigade are meeting at Namsos. It appears that the snow is deep, that the men are obliged to keep to the roads and have no snow-shoes, that enemy aircraft attacks are bad and can be met with no adequate defence, that the Chasseurs Alpins [who are equipped for this fighting] are remaining at the base and doing nothing.9



Two days later, his diary recorded:


[At the meeting of Ministers, the PM described] the meeting of the Supreme War Council.… The French Government had given way over the question of the control of French troops in Norway and had agreed to let us bomb the Ruhr and German military objectives in the event of an invasion of the Low Countries.… Turning to Norway, the p.m. painted a very black picture and said that we might well have to evacuate all our forces in the Trondheim area. He told how the French anti-aircraft cruiser, which had been sent to cover the landing of the French Chasseurs Alpins at Namsos, had been inexplicably withdrawn and the Germans had thus been enabled to bomb the French successfully and destroy their supplies. This action of the French Admiral was not brought up at the Supreme War Council, a restraint which the French had much appreciated.10



The French, however, had not taken such a benign view of the Supreme War Council meeting, and there were signs that the Allied Entente was becoming less than cordial, particularly over the likelihood of an enforced evacuation from the Trondheim sector. They were far from happy over the British management of the whole Norwegian Campaign. Reynaud, the French Prime Minister, refused to accept that any evacuation was necessary and believed that the British were revealing a lack of commitment to the war. Having somewhat optimistically told the French Assembly on 12 April that the German iron ore supplies from Northern Sweden had been permanently cut, Reynaud had staked his reputation on the success of the allied campaign in Norway.11

Winston Churchill was also having his doubts:


Winston very much interested in Narvik. He wanted to divert troops there from all over the place. He is so much like a child in many ways. He tires of a thing, and then wants to hear no more about it. He was mad to divert the Brigade from Narvik to Namsos and would hear of no reason. Now he is bored with the Namsos operation and is all for Narvik again. It is extraordinary how mercurial he is…12



Back in London, the CIGS found his political head, the Secretary of State for War Oliver Stanley, very pessimistic as to the outlook. He believed that evacuation was the best option. Not that the Secretary of State for War was alone in his despondency—the CIGS himself complained in his diary:


Too many damned strategists who all have a finger in the pie, all amateurs who change from minute to minute and are either very optimistic or very pessimistic. Very difficult to make war under such circumstances. We must get back to allowing the soldiers to make decisions…13



The orders to Maj.-Gen. Paget, commanding the reinforcing 15 Brigade, made no mention of requiring any immediate offensive to try to retake Trondheim, but said to concentrate on preventing the northern advance of the German Army up the Gudbrandsdal. The other focus was on securing the northern and eastern approaches to Aandalsnes against troops from the German garrison in Trondheim, as well as enemy forces that were coming up the Østerdal and forcing their way against weakening and wavering Norwegian troops. The General, while still in London, issued his first operational instruction to Brig. Morgan, commanding the shattered remnants, now only some 350 strong, of 148th Brigade, and to Brig. H. E. F. Smyth commanding the arriving 15th Infantry Brigade. In essence, his set-out strategy, as sent to Brig. Morgan, was:


My intention: first secure Aandalsnes, Dombaas, and lines of communication connecting them, against threats from air, Oslo, Trondheim: second, assist Norwegians Oslo direction by operating down Lillehammer and Osterdale [sic.] valleys.14



While still on King’s Cross station, Gen. Paget was to receive an update to the effect that it would be difficult to take any sort of offensive in Østerdal, where the Norwegians were being forced into a rapid retreat.15 The General arrived in Aandalsnes on 25 April, and 15th Brigade over the following two days.

Lt J. A. J Dennis was navigating officer on the destroyer Griffin, conveying troops to the second wave of 15th Brigade, and embarking the Green Howards on 23 April:


[Early] on 24th we set off on Operation Sickle—a landing at Aandalsnes. With us were three cruisers—Manchester, Birmingham and York. At 8pm we were off Molde, where some of the troops were landed, including some Royal Marines.… It wasn’t long before Aandalsnes was in flames. After landing stores and ferrying some wounded out to the cruisers, we left at 4am, having had no sleep.… We were sorry for the ‘pongoes’ [naval term for soldiers] who had little of the necessary equipment.16



The thirty-six-hour journey, without sleep and little food, had left many of the Green Howards feeling very ill. Disembarked in the early hours of 26 April, they entrained at about 3 a.m. on 26 April in a train covered in Red Cross markings, after having to manhandle everything from ship to train, including mortars and ammunition. They also had to spend considerable time and effort covering up with tarpaulins all the Red Cross markings.17 Entrained, the Green Howards arrived at Dombaas at 7.30 a.m. on 26 April, and immediately took cover in nearby woods to escape the attention of German bombers. All of them, that is, except ‘B’ Company, who drew the short straw and were left to unload the train.18

The remnants of Brig. Morgan’s 148 Brigade were still withdrawing in some disorder up the Gudbrandsdal and had, by 24 April, established a headquarters and rallying point at the Heidal, about 45 miles above Tretten. There, Brig. Morgan met up with Brig. Smyth of the cautiously advancing forward troops of 15 Brigade, and the two agreed that the remnants of 148 Brigade, many without arms and badly shaken, should be posted in reserve at the head of the main valley, but this move was to be thwarted by the intensity of the enemy air attacks. It was also agreed with the Norwegians that remnants of the Torkildsen battalion and a fresh battalion of the Romsdal 1/2nd Infantry should take up defensive positions in Ringebu, south of Kvam, and hold there until nightfall on the 25th, the next day. This was to give men of the 15th Brigade time to get to Kvam, about twelve miles above Ringebu, at the junction of the Heidal and Gudbrandsdal. Kvam was considered as a possible key defensive location to halt the German advance and give both the Norwegians and the British armies breathing space to regroup and reorganise.

The lead battalion of the 15th Brigade had moved southwards, establishing ammunition and supply dumps in railway tunnels as they advanced to the key railway junction at much bombed and devastated Dombaas. Maj. E. F. P. Armitage described the scene when the Green Howards passed through the station two days later:


The piles of wrecked luggage, rising to a height of four feet at one spot about half way down the platform, fell into two maincategories [sic.]. Goods obviously destined for General Ruge’s Norwegian Army included bluey grey uniforms and Krag rifles and ammunition; then there were several milk churns and six of the largest cheeses I have ever seen; they were circular in shape and of the ‘Dutch’ variety, two of them had been scorched by incendiaries and the resulting odour of Welsh rarebit was so strong that it completely neautralised [sic.] what would otherwise have been a most unpleasant smell judging by some of the other items among the wreckage.… Kit of British origin predominated, and out of the British kit ‘McConnochie’ easily held pride of place … [the] meat and vegetable stew was to be seen everywhere.… Other articles … Lee-Enfield and Boyes rifles, Brens, 2”mortars, ammunition, battle dresses, officers [sic.] valises from two Midland regiments etc., etc. Most of the stuff was so badly burned as to be unserviceable.19



The KOYLI, lead battalion of Brigadier Smyth’s brigade, continued to move south down the Gudbrandsdal, only to meet, withdrawing Norwegian troops, with their wounded, during the early morning of 25 April. It was clear that their defensive line at Ringebu had been broken and that the Germans would soon be at Kvam. It would be a race as to who got there first. By the evening, the Norwegians had fallen back and were behind the British, while the last Norwegian battalion in the area had to come down from Dombaas, where it had seen action against the German paratroops, and taken up a position south of Kvam where it managed to hold out overnight.20

That evening, Ruge informed the Allies that his troops were absolutely exhausted, that the situation had become critical, that the front might be irretrievably broken, and that, unless immediate help was forthcoming, there would be a disaster. The only immediate help was the 15th Infantry Brigade, upon which the full weight of the German onslaught was now to fall. Early on 25 April, the leading formations of 15 Brigade were at Kvam.

This small township consisted of some fifty wooden buildings scattered alongside the river where, at the narrow point, the road and railway also ran alongside the river. There were also a few isolated farms on the slopes behind the township. The river at Kvam takes a sharp bend to the right, straightens out for about a mile, before curving away to the left. In the sharp river bend is a small pear-shaped ‘knee-cap’ of an island. The topography of Kvam appeared to offer strong defensive capability, with a good field of fire over the river and road from which the German attack could be expected to come. Despite having overwhelming troop strength, supported by tanks and armoured cars, backed up by artillery and mortar fire and the ever-present bombers of the Luftwaffe, the German attack would have to be focused and borne by their spearhead units trying to advance along the exposed road.

Half of the KOYLI battalion, under the command of Lt-Col. E. E. E. Cass, arrived at 2.15 a.m., to be followed by ‘C’ and ‘D’ Companies, who had disembarked at Molde and arrived by train at about 4.15 a.m. Case deployed his companies in defensive positions astride the road south of Kvam, facing the direction from which the enemy were expected. ‘A’ Company were forward on the right side of the road, with ‘B’ Company on the left. Headquarters, ‘C’ and ‘D’ Companies, held in reserve, were placed further back. From the account of Lt-Col. Cass:


0830. Battalion Battle Patrol was sent forward to reconnoitre south, down the road with a view to gaining touch with the enemy who were now advancing owing to the premature withdrawal of Norwegian forces. No information was received from this patrol before the enemy had made contact with the forward companies. The patrol eventually returned about noon and reported that the patrol commander, Lieutenant Oldman, and two men had been surprised by an enemy A.V.F. and severely wounded. It was not possible to recover these men.21



At 11 a.m., an enemy column led by a medium tank, a light tank and an armoured car approached along the road from Lillehammer. The KOYLI—equipped only with their rifles and bayonets, their Bren guns and two 3-inch mortars, and six French 25-mm Hotchkiss anti-tank guns—held their fire until the advancing enemy was some 150 yards from their forward positions.22


The enemy advanced along the road … headed by three tanks and closely supported by artillery and infantry, both on foot and motorised. Fire was opened by the forward companies and the guns of the battalion anti-tank company which inflicted casualties on the enemy and forced him to deploy. The tanks made no further advance but the enemy very rapidly deployed his artillery and commenced to shell our positions with great vigour.… Both forward companies were now subject to intense artillery and mortar fire, and were attacked by infantry but maintained their positions until about 1400 hours when ‘A’ company, after suffering heavy casualties gave ground on the right flank.23



About noon, Brig. Smyth became a casualty when wounded by shrapnel and Lt-Col. A. L. Kent-Lemon, battalion commander of the York and Lancaster Regt, took over command of the brigade. After a brief pause, the Germans followed up their onslaught with an infantry attack against ‘B’ Company, but were held off and the attack switched against ‘A’ Company’s position. The company was very badly knocked about by shell fire, intense machine-gun fire, and mortaring. Many men were killed and the remainder were wounded.24 Early in the afternoon, a few remnants of ‘A’ Company struggled back and joined up with ‘B’ Company, but they were in danger of being completely outflanked. ‘C’ Company was sent, under heavy fire, to reinforce the KOYLI line.


From this time ‘A’ company ceased to exist as an independent Company. They had lost four officers and about 85 other ranks. The enemy had also attacked ‘B’ company, but was driven back with considerable loss.25



During the night, ‘B’ Company was successfully pulled back from its precarious frontal position, where it had become somewhat isolated and exposed on both its flanks.26 In the withdrawal, two of the precious Hotchkiss anti-tank guns had to be abandoned. ‘B’ Company in particular had fought tenaciously throughout the day, and were reportedly in high spirits, jubilant, and pugnacious when they arrived back in Kvam village at about midnight.27 Higston picks out one particular act of individual initiative and bravery enacted during the day:


About 100 yards in front of Corporal J. J. Binns’ section post was a very large boulder, and in one of their attacks the Germans managed to get a machine gun and crew behind it. This would have had disastrous results, for in the next attack this gun could have given close and accurate covering fire and prevented No. 10 Platoon repelling the infantry assault. Binns took his Bren gun, worked his way around the flank, stalked the enemy post and wiped out the whole crew. He then safely made his way back to his post.28, 29



By 2.30 a.m. the next day (26 April), it was again broad daylight, and the third night in succession where the beleaguered troops had had little or no sleep, and the KOYLI and the other troops of the brigade at Kvam set about making their defensive positions more secure. At 5.30 a.m., the Germans again opened up an artillery and machine gun barrage, expending ‘several hundreds of thousands of rounds … tactics which, although they failed to scare the K.O.Y.L.I., certainly left a very deep impression. How were the Germans managing to maintain such vast supplies of ammunition[?]’ 30 The enemy followed up the barrage with an attack against the left flank, held by ‘C’ Company of the York and Lancaster Regt, of the brigade defensive line. The attack was beaten off, as was a second attack at 9 a.m. Then, at about 1 p.m., the Germans brought up their three tanks against ‘B’ and ‘C’ Companies of the KOYLI in the front of the village:


A light tank came cautiously out of the dip where it had been sitting for the past twenty- four hours. Corporal W. H. Davies’ anti-tank gun could not be brought to bear on it, nor could the gun commanded by Corporal J. H. Lanning which was covering the open ground between the road and the hills. Corporal Stokes, of the York and Lancaster Regiment, was in command of the third gun beside the road at the back of the village. A light road block made of branches of trees prevented him sighting his gun.

Seeing what was happening Captain A. F. McRiggs signalled that he was going to try to move the road block, which was covered by two [German] machine guns in the hills and also by one in the tank stopped the previous day. He crawled across the road and laboriously pulled half the block away. Stokes still could not see the tank, which was slowly coming nearer. So McRiggs ran across the road and in full view of the enemy machine gunners pulled the remainder of the block clear. Just as he finished a bulled [sic.] hit him in the shoulder and knocked him into the ditch, but the anti-tank gun could now see the tank.

With his first shot Stokes stopped the tank. His second burned it up and left it on the side of the road. There was a slight pause and then up from the ditch waddled another tank. Stokes waited until it was alongside the first and the [sic.] ‘killed’ it with two shots in exactly the same way as the first.

The road was not yet fully blocked but the Germans were nothing if not persistent. Round the bend came an armoured car and drove rapidly towards the destroyed tanks. This was just what Stokes wanted. He waited until the car was just between the two tanks and then neatly knocked it out with one shot. That blocked the road completely and the Germans too late to destroy this troublesome little gun. They duly did so but not before Stokes had got his crew under cover and fighting as infantrymen. McRiggs, whose daring had made this successful action possible, was safely evacuated and lived to command the battalion.31



The German onslaught against Kvam continued throughout the following day. Casualties were mounting, and, from the account of Lt-Col. Cass:


Although the enemy were unable to make any definite advance he infiltrated into our positions at several places and made it very difficult to keep touch with various companies. This was especially the case with C company 1st Battn the York and Lancaster Regiment who were almost cut off. The enemy maintained intense artillery and machine gun fire up to the hours of darkness.32



At 5.30 p.m., Cass was called to Brigade Headquarters and ordered to withdraw at 11 a.m.:


[By 7 p.m.] the situation was difficult as the enemy had set fire to the woods along the Battalion front and appeared to be pretending to make an advance under cover of the smoke and confusion caused. O.C. 1st Battn K.O.Y.L.I (Lt Col Cass) informed Brigade H.Q. that he was preparing to withdraw at once and this was approved. The battalion withdrew through the 1st Battalion the York and Lancaster Regiment and embussed to Otta where they entrained to Dombass [sic.]. All wounded were got away, and although the enemy attempted to interfere, the withdrawal was carried out without loss.33 ‘C’ company, 1st Battn the York and Lancaster Regiment were out of touch and failed to receive the orders to withdraw, but made a successful getaway later in the night after fighting a very gallant action throughout the day under the command of Major Jordan, M.C. ‘D’ company 1st Battn K.O.Y.L.I., also on the left flank, were not able to rejoin until the next day.34



In addition to the deteriorating position in Gudbrandsel at Kvam, General Paget had a further problem to consider. From a strategic point of view, it was considered essential that the rail junction at Dombaas be held. Its capture by outflanking German troops—forcing their way up the neighbouring Østerdal or Oester Valley, past rapidly weakening Norwegian resistance, and then turning westwards—could cut off the 15 Brigade troops further up the Gudbrandsdal. The general situation and state of the Norwegians in the Østerdal to the north east of Dombaas was very confused at this time, although the outflanking threat was real enough.

A report from neutral Sweden of 27 April published in the American press the next day would have been demoralising to any British readers.35 The report claimed:




Scaling snowy mountains up to 3000 feet, the German troops that roared up the Oester Valley to beyond Roros [sic.] yesterday were streaming westward today towards the Dombass–Trindheim [sic.—Dombaas–Trondheim] railway in an effort to cut off the British and Norwegian forces at Stoeren [sic.], 25 miles south of Trondheim, and thereby establish complete control of central Norway from Oslo to the Trondheim Fiord.… If true, this would mean that the Germans advanced nearly 50 miles in 24 hours, and if they succeed in cutting the railway itself, it would put the British and Norwegian troops at Stoeren [sic.] in great jeopardy, ending their effort to encircle the German Trondheim base.… The mountain roads which they are climbing or have climbed with tanks and armoured cars are natural fortresses, which could easily be blocked and just as easily defended. In many places they are only a few feet wide with towering mountains on one side and steep precipices on the other, and with turns so sharp that automobiles must back up against the unprotected precipice to take them. Even in summer they are safe for only expert drivers, and how the Germans could traverse them in their present still snow-bound state is a mystery.

But because of that these roads were apparently left unprotected, although an anti-tank gun or a few sticks of dynamite could have blocked the Germans path.36



According to the historian Derry:


Arrangements had been made to send a Major of the Royal Engineers with a supply of explosives into the Osterdal [sic.] in the belief that demolitions, to which the Norwegians were reluctant to resort, might prove a sovereign remedy; but nothing effective came of the venture.37



A telegram from Gen. Massy in London, received early on 26 April, confirmed that the Germans had advanced up the Østerdal as far as Røros and southwards from their base at Trondheim as far as Stoeren.38

Given the threat coming from his north-east and the now obviously overwhelming infantry, armour, artillery, and aircraft superiority of the Germans coming up the Gudbrandsdal, Gen. Paget had little option but to make plans for a fighting withdrawal back to Dombaas. He ordered that the York and Lancaster Battalions should set up, and hold, a defensive position just north of Kjorem, through which the beleaguered KOYLI troops could withdraw the following night, assuming that they could hold their Kvam positions during the daylight hours of 26 April. The York and Lancasters would hold the Kjorem line for the next day, 27 April, while the Green Howards prepared yet a third offensive position further north, and nearer to Donbass at Otta. To assist in the defence of Dombaas, Gen. Ruge, the Norwegian C-in-C, gave permission (refused the previous day on account of German air activity) for the use of trains and buses to move the remnants of Brig. Morgan’s 148 Brigade to Dombaas.39 Their task, supported by a company of Green Howards, was to secure the north-eastern approaches to the 15 Brigade bridgehead.

General Paget’s task was made infinitely more difficult by the unchallenged German mastery of the air over his command area, despite his pleas for air support. Heavy bombing raids on his supply ports at Aandalsnes and Molde set fire to the wooden jetty at the former destroying most of 15 Brigade’s reserve stocks of ammunition, food, and other stores, while at the latter the electricity supply was put out of use and radio communication with London disrupted.40

The Skuas from Ark Royal did their best to hinder the Luftwaffe. On 25 April, Major Partridge took a flight of three Skuas to the skies above Namsos on a sortie lasting four hours and twenty minutes, and the next day a similar one of two hours above Aandalsnes.41 Major Partridge reported that both sorties were uneventful, but other Skuas destroyed two Heinkels and damaged several, but themselves lost three aircraft due to enemy action or crashing after running out of fuel.42, 43 Next day, 27 April, Major Partridge led three of the dwindling number of Skuas back to the fray over Aandalsnes.


As we got closer I saw a Heinkel He 111 carrying out a bombing run on the sloop H.M.S. Flamingo … just off Aandalsnes. The Heinkel was one thousand feet higher than we were and I was now flying flat out to try to get above him, but before we could get anywhere near he dropped his bombs which missed and was away to the south with a good two miles [sic.] lead.

Now the chase was on! I have spoken before about the poor performance of the Skua as a fighter and I guess our speed advantage over the German bomber was only ten to fifteen knots. After ten minutes with throttles jammed wide open I was in the same height as my quarry and gaining slowly but surely on him. Six hundred 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 four hundred yards astern when I opened up with a long burst, closed in the three hundred yards and let him have the rest of six hundred 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 also losing speed and there was no fire coming from his rear gunner … so further fire was unnecessary … I called my other two aircraft off … and asked my observer for a course back to the ship.… 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.44



Maj. Partridge managed to land his plane on the deep snow of a frozen lake. Neither he nor his observer were injured, and after struggling through snow several feet deep found refuge in a snow hut occupied by the three-man German crew they had just shot down.45 An uneasy truce was established overnight and next morning Partridge and his observer were rescued by an armed Norwegian ski patrol, released and made their way back to Ark Royal. Their erstwhile roommates were taken prisoner.

In the face of the German air superiority, there was also little that the puny RAF contingent on the frozen Lake Lesjaskog could do to help. On 26 April, at the hastily conceived and poorly organised base, and with five (badly maintained, but just about serviceable) Gladiators available, CO Sqn Ldr J. W. ‘Baldy’ Donaldson wrote:


Sent out one section [of two aircraft] to strafe enemy positions in the Kvam district.… The engine of one of these aircraft seized up hard over mountainous and rocky country where the pilot, Craigie, had not chance at all of a forced landing. He had to abandon the aircraft by ‘chute. He came down right where the jerries were supposed to be, but saw none of them. Craigie was sent back to us by the Norwegians.… In the meantime the other pilot of the section got back to the field [sic.] safely, but no oil pressure could be got on his engine. A big-end seizure finished the usefulness of this machine, though we tried to ease it. It was no go. This left us with only three aircraft for dealing with Jerry.

The Squadron Leader sent all three aircraft up to patrol the base at 10,000 feet. Soon after this, about ten a.m., the Germans sent over a number of Heinkel 111s to bomb Aandalsnes, the beginning of an attack that was kept going until dusk. Our fellows tried all they could to get to grips with the enemy, but the latter were flying at 25,000 feet, and in our aircraft the oxygen supplies were exhausted. Nor was there any oxygen to be had on the ground, so our pilots had the exasperation of watching the enemy bomb without air interference, and of seeing him get direct hits on jerries and on an ammunition dump.46



The Luftwaffe was by now systematically bombing every farmhouse, hamlet, and village along the valley and railroad leading to Dombaas in order to deny any shelter to the retiring British troops. This resulted, it was claimed, in the soldiers losing former goodwill and help of the demoralised local population, since wherever they tried to shelter, destruction by bombing resulted: destroying the farms, habitations, and livelihoods of the inhabitants.47 This concern probably lies behind the apparent reluctance of the Norwegian troops to blow up bridges, tunnels, and other infrastructures in order to delay the enemy advance. Perhaps they were rapidly coming to the conclusion that the British were not going to bring salvation from the German invaders. Maj. Armitage, with the Green Howards at Dombaas, was to write of the civilian population that he ‘was struck by the look of hopelessness on their faces. These people seemed to be absolutely stunned by what was happening.’48

Following the difficult, but successful, fighting withdrawal of the KOYLI battalion and the company of the York and Lancashires, the exhausted troops spent the next day, 27 April, resting in woods outside Dombaas. Meanwhile, Pellengahr’s German troops began to deploy at daybreak, moving cautiously some three miles up the Gudbrandsdal until they reached Paget’s second defensive line at Kjorem about 8.15 a.m. on 27 April.49 Paget’s men needed to hold on as long as possible there and at the next possible defensive position at Otta, further up the Gudbrandsdal nearer to Dombaas, in order to allow 1,200 cut-off Norwegian troops under Col. Dahl an escape route. The Green Howards were accordingly ordered to prepare an immediate defensive position at Otta. They were to be kept very busy for the next two days preparing these positions. From Maj. Armitage’s account:


Trondheim, Oslo and Aandalsnes can all be reached by road and rail from Dombass [sic.] so it is a military target of some importance. Moved two miles out of town and began to dig in.50



In the evening, Armitage’s company entrained again, moving to a new defensive position and digging in.


Our first task was to overcome the preliminary difficulty of digging in in spite of having left the majority of our picks and shovels in a carriage not, unfortunately, attached to our train. I was, regrettably, directly responsible for this misfortune. However we made good our loss at the expense of H.Q. Company whose dump was really too scattered for the single sentry to watch over efficiently.51



Their position was completed by 10 a.m. In the afternoon, the company was moved to its third ‘dig-in’ defensive position in three days: a spot halfway up to the snow line.


Some of the Norwegian forces had been operating down the Osterdal [sic.] and were now retreating northwards. The Germans therefore had to be held at Dombass [sic.] in order that Ruge’s forces could pass the Glomma Valley on their way north. If the enemy was not prevented from doing this, the Norwegian army would find itself cut-off from the north And [sic.] south by the German Army and from the East and West by their own mountains.52



Further down the Gudbrandsdal at Kjorem, the road and railway run along the left bank of the river Laagen and the valley floor is quite narrow. The York and Lancasters were dug-in on both sides of the river and had patrols out among the pinewoods and broken ground of the steep hillsides.53 The approaching enemy were initially successfully engaged from the British position across the river, but were then subjected to heavy crossfire from German machine guns and mortars being advanced along not only the road but also a farm track on the other side of the river.

The British troops were also under constant attack and observation by the Luftwaffe. The 15 Brigade desperately needed bomber support and 25-pounder Howitzers to deal with the German 150-mm (5.9-inch) guns, who were again firing incendiary shells to the hillside pinewoods, as well as high explosives onto the York and Lancaster positions. The battalion and its supporting ‘B’ Company of Green Howards defended with great stubbornness, but eventually ‘D’ Company of the York and Lancasters were forced from their left flank positions. During the morning, positions were overrun, and captured British troops could be seen marching back towards the German lines.54 As the day wore on, the pressure mounted against the York and Lancaster positions. Their co-defending company of Green Howards could not see what was happening, due to all the smoke from the burning pinewoods, and lost contact with the Yorks and Lancaster positions to their front. No. 10 Platoon under Lt J. S. Bade was sent forward to reconnoitre. The patrol found that the forward company of the York and Lancaster battalion had sustained many casualties, and their commanding officer, deciding that they had little option but to withdraw, asked the Green Howard platoon to give covering fire.


The first York and Lancaster platoon extricated itself without casualties, but as it came up a steep ravine against a snow background, the enemy was presented with a good target and took a heavy toll. Of the last two sections which came away from the forward position, only one man escaped.55



Compared with the situation at Kvam where the withdrawal of the British troops through their own lines had been conducted according to plan and in good order, the withdrawal from Kjorem was much less so. The schedule for Gen. Paget’s plan for the continuation of a fighting withdrawal up the Gudbrandsdal called for the two leading companies of the York and Lancaster battalion to withdraw through ‘B’ Company of the Green Howards at 10 p.m., and for ‘B’ Company to follow at 11 p.m. In the event, due largely to the heavy losses that they had, and were, sustaining, both the forward companies were forced to retire earlier through the ‘B’ Company positions at approximately 6 p.m. The Green Howards held on until 11 p.m., as ordered, before retiring, initially in single file with H.Q. company leading ‘keeping right shoulder to the river.’56 On regrouping, ‘B’ Company were ordered to take up a rearguard position at Otta on the north side of the river, to cover the withdrawal of remaining elements of the York and Lancaster battalion, who had suffered very heavy losses. On reaching Otta, the battalion had only thirteen officers and 300 men—the 700 strong battalion had suffered 400 casualties.57, 58 The battalion was allotted a reserve position to the rear of the new front line at Otta.59

At mid-morning on 28 April, some 150 German troops, supported by tanks and artillery, advanced against the right flank of ‘B’ Company’s defences along the railway line. Heavy casualties were inflicted upon them, and the enemy moved into wider deployment with heavier attack from artillery and low-flying aircraft.60 There followed a number of small yet vicious engagements, but, by withdrawing to a more favourable defensive position higher up the hillside, the Green Howards managed to hold off the enemy until the time came for withdrawal.

In the words of Gen. Paget:


During the afternoon and evening the Green Howards fought splendidly. There is no doubt that the enemy suffered many casualties in this battle, and in his subsequent actions showed little desire or ability to press home an attack.61



Then, in accordance with Gen. Paget’s orders, withdrawal began at 10 p.m. After disabling their anti-tank guns, the Green Howards withdrew. In the case of ‘B’ Company, they did this in four large groups, on foot—and at times on hands and knees—along narrow precipitous paths some 1,000 feet above the valley floor, sometimes harried by infiltrating German snipers.62

Cap E. F. P. Armitage took part in the withdrawal through Otta, back towards Dombaas, of the tired and hungry, but still unbowed troops retreating under enemy machine-gun fire along the railway line.63 Armitage’s group had lost contact with battalion H.Q., and he went off to try to locate it, leaving the bulk of his party in the town square at Otta. On returning, he found that his men had entered a grocer’s shop and, finding food, became noisy, which attracted the attention of a German sniper, armed with a machine gun, from a position on the railway bridge.


The sounds of merriment in the grocer’s shop had now reached fever pitch and could be heard through the din of the machine gun. Those of us who had resisted the temptation to go over to the grocer’s began to start for the northern exit of the town at a run.64



Armitage’s group gradually broke up as they tried to find other allied troops, due to difficulty of terrain, extreme hunger, and exhaustion. Some, including Armitage, were picked up exhausted by a truck which had been plying back and forth picking up in the area, taking them back to battalion H.Q. at Dombaas. Others had to make their own way back from Otta, a trip of some 30 miles. The Germans made no attempt at an immediate follow-up drive on Dombaas, having reportedly suffered heavy casualties ‘in bitter fighting for Otta.’65

Gen. Paget asked London for immediate replacements.66 He believed that he could not hold defensive positions against increasingly stronger opponents for much longer without substantial reinforcements: another infantry brigade, more anti-aircraft and anti-tank guns, and heavy artillery, as well as more substantial, and more effective, air support. Without this immediate aid, he doubted if he could even manage a successful orderly withdrawal of all his forces back to heavily bombed Aandalsnes. There were no heavy anti-aircraft guns ashore, and the warships positioned at Romsdalsfjord, together with those bringing troop and stores reinforcements had to act as floating gun batteries to form the only anti-aircraft defence. Ammunition expenditure was extremely high—the sloop Black Swan fired off 2,000 rounds of 4-inch and 4,000 of 2-pounder ‘Pom-Pom’ in two days—and, as there were virtually no stocks available in Norway, warships had to return home to Scottish bases to reammunition.67

Despite the incessant air bombardment, ships of the Royal Navy continued their efforts to supply the troops landed at Namsos and Aandalsnes. The warships were virtually powerless to prevent, or even deter, the German bombers, due to their totally ineffective anti-aircraft defences. Destroyers taking part in the operations, and bearing much of the brunt of the Luftwaffe attacks, typically had a main armament of four single 4.7-inch guns in open shield mountings on the main deck, which left their gun crews extremely vulnerable to bomb and shell splinters and machine-gun attack from low-flying aircraft. The guns only had an elevation of 40 degrees, since they were primarily designed as surface weapons, and were therefore of limited use against high level aircraft attack. For close defence against dive bombers and low level attack, the Admiralty, for cost or procurement reasons, had largely rejected the 40-mm Bofors and 20-mm Oerlikon quick-firing guns, both of which became available in the thirties, in favour of the continued use of the older 2-pounder ‘Pom-Pom’ developed during the First World War, and 0.5-inch multiple machine guns, a weapon with neither the range of weight nor projectile to pose a serious deterrent.68, 69 There had been pre-war attempts to procure both the Bofors and Oerlikon. The then Capt. Hughes-Hallett recalled:


In Feb 1936 I was brought to DNO’s department to occupy a desk just established responsible for all new guns being brought into production, one of which in due course was the Oerlikon. I went to sea again in 1938 so that the following events occurred between 1936 and 1938. Before the Oerlikon the Controller had endeavoured to place an order for Bofors guns and mountings with the Swedish firm but was unable to do so because the firm’s production capacity was fully committed for months, possibly years, ahead largely owing to a big contract they had accepted from the War Office and they were not prepared to increase their production unless we footed the bill for the new factory.70



There was also a mindset within some circles and senior persons within the Admiralty that the air menace was exaggerated. As late as January 1938, even Winston Churchill had expressed his confidence that the air menace against properly armed and protected warships was not a decisive matter.71 Godfrey stated:


This view was not shared by the Navy, the Naval Staff or Admiral Chatsfield. Unfortunately Churchill was supported by Admiral Phillips [DCNS and later VCNS] who during the Norwegian Campaign clung tenaciously to the view that anti-aircraft fire without fighter cover would provide adequate protection to surface craft against air attack.… I have never been able to understand why such a clever and able man as Phillips should have such a deeply rooted obsession, so evident to those who attended the VCNS morning meetings during the brief Norwegian Campaign.72





The naval historian Capt. R. S. W. Roskill, who attended some of these morning meetings, later wrote:


[The] Norwegian campaign brought many new troubles, and heavy losses to the fleet, and it was then that the Navy learned the hard lesson that, so long as adequate air cover was lacking, control of coastal waters by warships in support of military operations was impossible. Forbes himself became very critical about the ineffectiveness of his ships’ A.A. gunnery, and it was in those months that the mistakes made by the Admiralty before the war in the design of such weapons and their control systems came home to roost. Rear Admiral Tom Phillips, the Deputy Chief of Naval Staff, who had no first hand experience of the deadly effect of unopposed dive-bombers on warships, insisted that all was needed to deal with them effectively was greater courage and resolution; and he took it very badly when told that such ideas were unjust to those officers who had the experience, and were in fact far from the truth.73, 74



The position at Gen. Paget’s base at Aandalsnes and neighbouring Molde was by now desperate. The heavy bombing had resulted in the disappearance of local boats and dockers, used hitherto to move men and materials ashore and between the two ports, and the resulting extra work thrown onto the smaller warships and trawlers of the Royal Navy, plus the bombing damage, was such that Capt. Denny, naval officer in charge, reported that it was only a matter of time before all port activities ceased. As it was, unloading was restricted: ‘Ships must not berth alongside until 2100 and leave by 0200… otherwise ships will be lost by air attack.’75

This warning message was not received by H convoy escort leader Afridi, who, together with the destroyers Withington and Amazon, escorted in four supply ships on the afternoon of 27 April. So fierce was the air assault on the convoy that only two merchantmen were able to unload, one at Molde and the other, only able to partially unload, at Aandalsnes. The convoy sailed again at 2 a.m., with the naval escort further strengthened by the destroyers Sikh and Mohawk.

Capt. Vian, in command of the Afridi recalled:


Returning to Scapa Flow to refuel and replenish ammunition, Afridi was ordered … to take certain destroyers under her command and to escort ships carrying supplies to Aandalsnes; one of these was a small tanker loaded with petrol, whose maximum speed was five knots! Aandalsnes is approached through Romsdalfiord, and lies forty miles from the entrance, off which we arrived on 27 April. The daylight passage of the convoy and escort through this waterway, speed five knots, on a steady course and with mountains rising steeply either side, presented an alluring invitation to enemy aircraft. Junkers attacks persisted to the end, but the fire of the destroyers, though limited to an elevation of forty degrees, was enough to keep the enemy just too high for their standard of marksmanship. Not a ship received a direct hit, though some were damaged by the splinters from near misses.

We found Aandalsnes on fire, and were met by the smoke-blackened Naval Officer in Charge. He informed us that the decision had been taken to evacuate: there was no need, therefore, for the supply ships, least of all the petrol tanker, to remain; would we please take them away? Having given fresh supplies of ammunition to the sore beset guard ship, Black Swan, take them away we did, not without the thought [of] that which faced us during the return passage of Romsdafiord [sic.]. However, luck was with us; the scale of attack was less than before; night was drawing on; and we reached the open sea without serious damage.76



In trying to keep the army ashore supplied, despite the attentions of the Luftwaffe, the largely unsung heroes were the trawlers of the Royal Naval Patrol Service. They were not regarded in some quarters as ‘proper Navy.’77 The RNPS earned the nickname of ‘Harry Tate’s Navy’ after the comedian of the interwar years who was forever confused by modern gadgets and contraptions, the embodiment of the ordinary man struggling with irritations he could not control.

Some thirty armed trawlers, ostensibly intended as anti-submarine ships, were involved in the Norwegian Campaign, playing a vital, but largely unsung role involving close inshore landing, ferrying troops and supplies, and employing their obsolete weaponry to supplement the air defences.78, 79 The slow-moving trawlers, mostly requisitioned fishing trawlers hastily armed with a First World War 4-inch or 3-inch/12-pounder gun and a few ancient Hodgkiss or Lewis machine guns and largely crewed by reservists and conscripted fishermen, were particularly vulnerable if caught out in open waters by the German bombers. Wherever possible, they tried to keep close to the sides of the fjords, their deck and superstructure draped with fir branches and evergreen bushes as a rudimentary camouflage against the searching bombers.80 The trawlers’ efforts at camouflage caused amusement to the ‘proper’ Royal Navy, with one with a passing sloop of the ‘proper’ Royal Navy signalling: ‘The decorations look pretty—when is the wedding?’81

However, it was at much-bombed Namsos that the trawler Arab—under the command of Lt R. B. Stannard—showed the true Navy spirit:


In the early afternoon of 28 April, after a heavy bombing attack which had started fires among the stores and ammunition on the pier at Namsos, the Arab and Angle were ordered to tow off the transport Saumur, which was aground with a wire round her propeller. The Angle managed to get her off alone, so the Arab returned to the burning pier and her Commanding Officer, keeping her bows in by going slow ahead, ran two hoses over the forecastle and tried to put out the burning ammunition dump. While thus engaged, another air attack by sixteen planes developed, and as there was no hope of putting out the fire he left and went down to the fiord.82



Lieutenant Stannard was awarded the Victoria Cross in recognition of the Arab’s gallantry.

By the end of the fourth week in April, it had become very evident that, due to the air superiority and incessant bombing of the Luftwaffe, the northern and southern pincer movements to capture Trondheim had failed, and that evacuation was the only option left to the Allies. The commanders on the spot were in no doubt. As early as 21 April, Gen. Carton de Wiart from the northern sector had reported from his base at Namsos:


Fear our position becomes untenable, for although jetties not destroyed, approaches very difficult owing to debris and craters. Only three small storehouses standing, so no room to hide stores. Railhead damaged. No labour available. All civilians left Namsos. No cars left. Should you decide on evacuating, send ships not larger than 5000 tons maximum and fear it requires two nights to embark.83



On 26 April, the southern sector commander Gen. Paget echoed his colleague’s concern with a telegram to London: ‘arrangements to evacuate should be prepared if aerial supremacy is not assured forthwith.’84

Back in London, at this critical time, there was much wavering and vacillation, plus some opportunistic political manoeuvring, as the military and political consequences sunk in. The diary entries of the CIGS General Ironside and Sir John Colville reveal the deepening crisis and the realisation of the inevitability of evacuation of the Allied forces from Central Norway.85, 86

Colville’s diary entry of 25 April focuses on cabinet manoeuvring and the growing trouble with Churchill:


The trouble … arises from his demand to be appointed Chairman of the Chiefs of Staff Committee. This would annoy the other service ministers [and] probably cause chaos among the Chiefs of Staff and planning experts … his verbosity and restlessness make a great deal of unnecessary work, prevent any real practical planning from being done and generally cause friction. But if the p.m. refuses to acquiesce, Winston threatens to go down to the House and say he can take no responsibility for what is happening. To let this happen in wartime would be unthinkable: there would be a first class political crisis, because the country believes that Winston is the man of action who is winning the war and little realise how ineffective, and indeed harmful, much of this energy is proving itself to be. On the other hand if the p.m. gives in, Winston would have won his point by blackmail and he is likely to pursue the same tactics in order to get his way in future. Winston, for his part, professes absolute loyalty to the p.m. (and indeed they get on admirably), but complains that the Chiefs of Staff and the ‘Joint Planners’ are making a hopeless muddle.87



The next day, Friday 26 April, Colville reports that the military Co-ordination Committee presided over by the Prime Minister and attended by the Service Ministers and Chiefs of staff, decided to evacuate troops from Central Norway, since even if the Allies captured Trondheim we could not hold it.88 It was proposed to again concentrate the campaign upon Narvik, in order to deny the Germans their supplies of iron ore during the winter months. The Cabinet agreed: the French were not consulted and the Norwegians not told.89

From Gen. Ironside’s diary entry of the same day:


I have now issued the orders for the eventual evacuation of the Central Norway Force on a military basis, not to be hampered by a political consideration. We begin with Namsos. All the Ministers were duly impressed with the gravity of the decision and they have no arguments of a controversial nature. Rather a welcome change. Now I hope we shall have the machinery working better.

I have never seen such relief on Ministers’ faces as I saw. They all, including the p.m. began making up stories they could tell the public and make out that our stroke against Trondheim was to put the Germans off Narvik. I daresay they will make a story that will pass muster. Meanwhile we have the very difficult operation of evacuation. Luckily, the amount we have engaged is small [According to Elting, neither Sickleforce nor Mauriceforce had made a single gain and had suffered 1,559 casualties.90] It will not be easy unless we have more luck than we have had so far. It may teach us a lesson that you cannot make lightning changes. The thing that troubles me is that we have not taken the French into account, nor called a Supreme War Council to consent to it. I don’t know how we get over that.91



According to Ironside, Winston Churchill was not fully supportive of the Cabinet’s acceptance of the military necessity for immediate evacuation:


Winston demurred to evacuation and began to mumble about the British being allowed to disperse in the mountains to help the Norwegians to carry on guerrilla warfare. That it was better to condemn the force ashore to fight to the end. I could not find any military reason for doing this. It was all political.92



The French had to be enlightened:


As I thought, trouble is beginning.… I met General Mittenhausser [sic.] at Hendon and told him. He was flabbergasted and poured out a long story that we should lose everything, including the iron ore in Sweden, because the Swedes would give in to German demands. Mittelhaussen [sic.] and Gamelin are going … to ask to see the Prime Minister. They naturally feel that we have not carried out the orders of the Supreme War Council and may well say that we are not to have any troops of the French contingent for Narvik. And they will be in their rights if they do so. I think we have done wrong in not calling the Supreme War council.93



The following day a meeting of the Anglo-French Supreme War Council was held, with both Reynaud and Daladier in attendance. After the situation was put before the Council, it was agreed that evacuation should take place ‘when it was militarily necessary.’94 It was also agreed that Narvik should be captured as speedily as possible. By the beginning of May, three battalions of Chasseurs Alpins, two battalions of the French Foreign Legion, four Polish battalions, and some 3,500 Norwegians would be available.95

However, the British were still not being totally honest with their French allies:


I could not get the Secretary of State to make the p.m. put it to the French that the matter was urgent to evacuate, and it was left to me to break it to Gamelin that the news was bad, and tomorrow morning to tell him that the War Cabinet had ordered evacuation.96



While the French were understandably upset at the failure of their British ally to have kept them fully informed and consulted on the rapid deterioration in Central Norway, and of being presented with, and forced to accept an evacuation ‘fait accompli’, the Norwegian ally was merely informed of the latter. To add insult to injury, it was left to Gen. Paget to inform Gen. Ruge, the Norwegian C-in-C, of the immediate evacuation of the Allied forces in the Trondheim region. It was to be seen by the Norwegians as a complete betrayal.

Carl J. Hambro, President of the Norwegian Parliament, wrote at the time:


On April 28th the British decided to evacuate. The evacuation made it impossible to hold any line of resistance south of Trondheim, and the decision to evacuate came so suddenly that there were no ships available for the Norwegian troops; only small numbers could get out of the fiord. General Hvinden Haug, whose troops had joined General Ruge’s army, had to surrender. So had the More Regiment, fully mobilised at Aandalsnes.97



Gen. Paget had been placed in a difficult and embarrassing position. Not only did he have to inform Gen. Ruge that the Allies were leaving the Norwegian troops in the lurch, but at the same time he had to request their help in accomplishing this perceived betrayal. From his report, found in the papers of Brig. Cass:


When on 28 April I received orders from the War Office to evacuate my force, the forward elements of which were then one hundred miles from their base, it was evident that I could only hope to do so with the co-operation of General Ruge on whom I depended for transport by road and rail and for flank protection. I consulted Captain Allen, R.N. and Captain Brown attached to the Norwegian G.H.Q. and both thought it quite possible that the General would refuse to play and would tell me that I could find my own way out of the country. I decided that the right course to take was to be perfectly frank and at the same time to do all I could to cover withdrawal of the Norwegian forces on my flanks and in rear. I therefore went to his G.H.Q. and acted accordingly. He took the news quietly and, I think, had anticipated it: but he spoke strongly of the betrayal of his country. He said that when we laid the minefield off the Norwegian coast, we must have appreciated that a German invasion would in all probability result and yet we had taken no adequate steps to meet it: he had been promised a British division in the South and had received only my force of five battalions and no artillery: he had kept his army in being by the assurance that strong British forces were coming to their aid but now they would no longer have any confidence in him or in the British.

He then proceeded to draft a telegram to the C.I.G.S.… He told me, however, that he would not let me down and would continue to co-operate with me provided that I would cover the withdrawal of the Norwegian forces in my area, and this I agreed to do. To the end both he and his staff and in particular my Norwegian Liaison Officer, Colonel Beichmann, played the game by me and did all I asked by way of assistance to flank protection, provision of transport and evacuation of my wounded, and for this I cannot adequately express my appreciation and gratitude.98



Lt-Col. Dudley Clark, bearer of a personal message from Gen. Ironside, described the scene as Gen. Paget had broken the news to Ruge of the Allies’ intention to withdraw:


There was silence and quietly he said, almost to himself: ‘So Norway must go the way of Czechoslovakia and Poland’. Then he looked up. ‘But why?’ he asked. ‘Why withdraw when your troops are still unbeaten?’ Once again he repeated how he had staked all his hopes upon British aid, and how it was from his advice alone that the Government had decided to fight on.…

When he next spoke he was himself once more. ‘But these things are not for us to decide, General’ he said ‘we are soldiers and we have to obey. Let us return to our plans. Please tell me what help I can give you to carry out your orders’. The tension was over and we never heard another hint of bitterness. 99



Ordered to evacuate his 15 Brigade and the remnants of Brig. Morgan’s 148 Brigade from Aandalsnes, Gen. Paget faced a very difficult task in extricating his troops. He had agreed to hold on at Dombaas until Gen. Ruge could extract his own troops, numbering some 4,000 from Folldal and Hjerkinn, and until Maj.-Gen. Hvinden-Haug had been able to disband and disperse what remained of his command in the Romsdal.100, 101 Once accomplished, he had to disengage his troops, retreating and hard-pressed after their battle at Kvam and their positions at Otta. Breaking contact from an aggressive and highly mobile enemy and then retreating some 100 miles, without adequate transport, along a narrow valley with single track rail and road, dominated in the daylight hours by a virtually unchallenged Luftwaffe, was to prove very difficult indeed.

By the evening of 28 April, Gen. Paget had established a fresh defensive holding position, some 5 miles to the south of Dombås.102 After the battering received by the York and Lancaster and Green Howard regiments on 27 and 28 April, he entrusted 1st Battalion of the KOYLI to take up the position and cover the withdrawal of the remainder of the brigade. The KOYLI took up the position at 8.30 p.m., astride the river Laagen, and dug in. During the night, the other two battalions began to come through the positions, having covered the twenty-five miles from Otta. Lt-Col. Cass calculated that he had about forty hours before the German opponents arrived, and that the KOYLI had to hold the position for forty-eight hours before their own withdrawal.103


There was plenty of food. Throughout the campaign nothing but ‘compo’ rations were eaten. These rations consist of M and V [tinned meat and vegetables], cheese, tea, sugar and biscuits; rather monotonous diet but good food that kept everyone going. The Quartermaster, Captain W. Ambrose, ensured that at no time was anyone hungry nor short of ammunition.104



Gen. Paget also sent a party of Royal Engineers to prepare for demolitions in the very narrow Rosti Gorge, a few miles behind the new defensive front. They would be covered by ‘A’ Company of the Green Howards.105 He hoped that the demolition of the road and rail bridges would slow down the advance of German armour, artillery, and motorised infantry sufficiently to prevent their interference with the evacuation. The bridge across the gorge was successfully blown up at 5.45 a.m. of 29 April, after the road and rail parties withdrawing from Otta had passed over.106 The General also faced an almost complete collapse of his communications such that in the later stages of the withdrawal he had to rely almost entirely on motorcycle dispatch riders.107

Throughout the long daylight hours of 29 April, the KOYLI awaited the arrival of the Germans. They did not come, and the British troops lay hidden in the wooded hillsides, but while there was no ground activity there was a considerable amount of German air reconnaissance. Early on 30 April, orders were received by the KOYLI that they should hold on during the day, and would withdraw back to Dombaas and entrain for Aandalsnes at 10 p.m.109 At 8 a.m., a report was received from ‘A’ Company and a platoon of ‘B’ Company, posted on the far bank of the river, that the thawing ice was breaking up and the river level was rising rapidly. It was turning into a raging torrent, full of blocks of ice and unfordable. The only bridge was a mile away, and there was a danger that troops would be cut off. Lt-Col. Cass ordered his men back immediately via the bridge. The manoeuvre was only just completed in time; the Germans arriving as the last of ‘A’ Company passed through the forward ‘D’ Company:


The Germans were marching along the road in column with some transport vehicles. It was obvious that they had no idea that the British were anywhere near for their advanced guard was marching carelessly. The concealment practiced the previous day paid a handsome dividend … ‘D’ company waited tensely.… The order to fire was given when the Germans were 150 yards away, still marching along the road in full view. Every one of the Germans was shot down there on the road. For over an hour the enemy tried to force their way through but to no effect. A considerable number were killed, including the crew of an 81mm mortar which C.S.M. Butcher took on with an anti-tank rifle…110



From Lt-Col Cass’s report:


1730 D Coy withdrawn to Battn reserve. Line now held by B and C coys. H.Q.Coy [sic.] deployed in position in rear of forward coys. ‘C’ Coy Green Howards placed under command of O.C. 1st Batt. KOYLI [Cass himself] and deployed in position along river to protect right flank of A Coy.111



A number of German troops tried to cross the river in rubber boats, but were sunk, and the troops in them drowned, by small arms fire of the two ‘C’ Companies.112 During the day, Norwegian troops brought up four ancient field guns, whose limited elevation made it impossible for the shells to clear the crest of the hills, which were dropping (fortunately without damage or casualties) among ‘B’ Company positions. Holes were dug for the gun trails and in order to cock the muzzles at a higher elevation.113


Where the shells burst or whether they were anywhere near the Germans, no one knew, but their prescence [sic.] was certainly heartening to the KOYLI.114



The withdrawal of the KOYLI and ‘C’ Company of the Green Howards began at 7 p.m. ‘C’ Company of the KOYLI withdrew first to Dombaas station, followed by ‘B’ Company at 8 p.m., and H.Q. and ‘C’ Companies of the Green Howards at 9.15 p.m. ‘A’ Company, acting as rear guard, withdrew to Dombaas at 9.45 p.m., closely followed by the enemy. Sgts J. Leadbetter and G. Maidens held the Germans back with a final rear guard of their own, each firing a Bren gun and withdrawing in turn until they passed through the rear guard ‘A’ and ‘D’ Companies of Green Howards at the south of Dombås.115 At about 10.30 p.m., the last of the KOYLI battalion and some Green Howards boarded the train at Dombaas, en route to Aandalsnes and out of the clutches of the advancing German troops, while the rear guard ‘A’ and ‘D’ Green Howard companies left shortly afterwards in lorries for Aandalsnes.116, 117

For the entrained troops the dangers were not yet over. As the train left the ruined Dombaas station, it came under fire from the enemy on nearby hillsides, but in the darkness no damage or casualties were sustained and the train reached Lesja Station where 280 Norwegian ski troops and some men of 15 Brigade’s anti-tank troop were picked up.118, 119 Shortly after midnight, having travelled 15 miles, the two towing locomotives of the train overturned after running over some bomb-damaged track, and telescoped the first truck.120 This truck, which was carrying the troops responsible for guarding the trains, also contained the brigade’s reserves of mortar bombs, grenades, and small arms ammunition. It immediately caught fire and the ammunition started exploding. Eight soldiers were killed and thirty injured in the crash and subsequent explosions.121

A scratch rear guard—made up of ‘D’ Company Green Howards; a detachment of Royal Marines from near Verma, guarding the electricity supply to Aandalsnes; and Norwegian troops, left behind by lack of transport in the withdrawal of their 2nd division—was left to cover the scene of the train crash and hinder any German follow-up. The rear guard had orders to hold until 10 a.m.122 The rest of the troops disembarked into deep trackside snow and set out, on foot, on the 17 miles to Verma tunnel, hoping to reach its shelter before daylight and the Luftwaffe bombers arrived. The troops, carrying their rifles, Bren guns, and anti-tank rifles reached the safety of the 480-yard tunnel by 8 a.m.123 It was cut through unlined sheer rock; its walls and ceiling coated with thick slimy soot; and totally dark, with light from the two entrances penetrating for only a few yards; but it was refuge from the bombers.124 Inside the tunnel, the exhausted troops found two trains. One was a Norwegian ammunition train, more or less abandoned. The other consisted of a long line of empty trucks upon which depended any possibility of the KOYLI, Green Howards, Brigade, and Force HQs reaching Aandalsnes in time to be evacuated.125 Despite attempts by German bombers to block the entrances to the tunnel, the soldiers remained safely inside from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m.; when the fumes from the engine, raising steam in anticipation of a departure when darkness fell, became too toxic, and the troops had to leave the tunnel to seek cover and fresh air outside.

The pursuing Germans were reported to have broken through the defensive position of the Royal Marines some 3 or 4 miles away. ‘B’ Company of Green Howards was sent to reinforce the platoon of ‘D’ Company and the Royal Marines, while the rest of the Green Howards and KOYLI deployed into defensive positions on the hillsides.126 The enemy was successfully held off until 8.30 p.m., when the train left with the tunnel troops. The rearguard party made its own escape back to Aandalsnes in seven trucks waiting for them by the church at Verma.127 The troops of 146 and 15 Brigades spent the next few days in and around Aandalsnes while awaiting evacuation.

The British and French navies had, with great difficulty, landed the men ashore in Central Norway and striven desperately to keep them supplied. Now they were being asked to get them off again. Several factors had combined to persuade the British Government by 28 April that evacuation from Aandalsnes and Namsos was unavoidable, although it was hoped that Narvik, the original objective of the Norwegian Campaign, could still be captured and held as a sustainable base. Three factors in particular had influenced the evacuation decision. First and foremost was the unexpectedly violent and destructive effects of unopposed air attacks on the soldiery, and the losses and damage to both warships and merchantmen were becoming unsustainable. Secondly, inspired by the success of the German offensives against Poland, Denmark, and now Norway, Italy and its fascist leader Mussolini were becoming increasingly belligerent and threatening in the Mediterranean theatre. It was thought likely that Italy might opportunistically enter the war on Germany’s side and, with her powerful battle fleet of modern warships, threaten communications with Egypt and passage through the Suez Canal to the Far East. Thirdly, there was a fear of the growing German threat on the Western Front to the Low Countries and France, and the real possibility of invasion of Great Britain. The abandonment of the Allied intervention in Central Norway and the total evacuation of all Allied forces there would at least be beneficial in freeing-up Allied warships for redeployment to the Mediterranean theatre and southern parts of England, to face the more seriously perceived threats now arising there.

It was originally planned to take off the troops on the nights of 1–2 May and 2–3 May. There were thought to be some 5,500 men to be re-embarked from the Aandalsnes district and 6,200 from the Namsos area. They were to be evacuated regardless of the loss of equipment. At Aandalsnes, Vice-Admiral Sir Edward-Collins would be in charge of the evacuation on the first night and Vice-Admiral G. Layton on the second night, while Vice-Admiral J. H. D. Cunningham would be in command at Namsos on both nights. In the event, the Aandalsnes evacuation took place on the nights of 30 April–1 May and 1–2 May; Namsos troops were evacuated on the night of the 2–3 May as planned. Prior to the evacuation of the troops, it was planned to evacuate the King of Norway, the Crown Prince, members of the Norwegian Government loyal to the Allied cause, and the Allied delegations in Norway, from Molde to a place of safety further north. The task was entrusted to the cruiser Glasgow and the destroyers Jackal and Javelin. They arrived late in the evening of 29 April and sailed again almost immediately, with their 280 passengers and twenty-three tons of gold bullion from Norway’s gold reserves. As the ships cast off from the burning quayside at Molde, under attack from German bombers, Capt. M. M. Denny, the naval officer in charge at Aandalsnes, saw them off ‘with fire hoses playing, the whole scene brilliantly lit by the flames of the burning town.’128

The warships in the Romsdalsfjord, still trying valiantly to defend the towns and troops from the constant air attacks, were becoming overwhelmed. On the night of 29–30 April the Luftwaffe began attacking throughout the hours of darkness as well as in the daylight hours. The guard ship Black Swan had been hit on 28 April and was forced to return to Scapa Flow with a 3-foot hole below the waterline. She was relieved by another small sloop, Fleetwood, 990 tons, who fired off all her anti-aircraft ammunition within two days and had to return home to rearm on 30 April. Heavily overloaded for so small a warship, she brought back with her 340 evacuated troops. The Aandalsnes base was then left without protective fire against the German bombers until the arrival of the anti-aircraft cruiser Calcutta and the sloop Auckland on 1 May, to help cover the final evacuation.

The RAF could do little to provide support, with their inadequate planes having to operate at the extreme of their range and endurance. Assistance was limited to deterrent patrols of one hour duration over Aandalsnes by long range Blenheims, operating as makeshift fighters, and Hudsons in an equally makeshift bomber role. The RAF did its best to disrupt the German air supply line by night-bombing German airfields in Denmark and southern Norway, but to little effect.129 The FAA was intended to support, to cover the evacuation with aircraft from the carriers Ark Royal and Glorious, but sustained enemy air attacks on the two carriers forced Vice-Admiral L. V. Wells to withdraw them to a safer distance after losing an unsustainable fifteen of his limited number of carrier-borne aircraft on the first day, despite them having destroyed at least twenty of the enemy planes.130

Vice-Admiral Edward-Collins arrived at Aandalsnes at 10.30 p.m. on 30 April for the first night’s evacuation with the cruisers Galatea, Arethusa, Sheffield, and Southampton; the destroyers Somali, Mashona, Sikh, Wanderer, Walker, and Westcott; and the troop transporter Ulster Monarch. A further destroyer, Tartar, and the troop transport Ulster Prince, were sent to evacuate from Molde. The ships, apart from Sheffield and Southampton who had joined from the Narvik area, had come direct from Scapa Flow. With the conditions ashore at Romsdalsfjord deteriorating by the hour, there had been no time or intelligence for any planning and the Vice-Admiral made his arrangements and issued his orders at sea. Brig. Hogg, Commander, Army Base ashore, in reply to the Admiral’s request for information on evacuation possibilities, had signalled: ‘Probably unsafe to berth transports, but worthwhile trying with destroyers; if this fails, propose using destroyers’ boats along south shore eastwards of Aandalsnes’.131

Since it would have been impossible for the destroyers’ boats to have embarked the envisaged numbers of troops to be evacuated in the short hours of darkness, Vice-Admiral Edward-Collins risked berthing his ships, placing the Galatea alongside the concrete quay, the only serviceable berthing spot. The destroyer Walker, placed alongside Galatea, ferried troops back to Sheffield while Galatea loaded. When Galatea was full, Arethusa took her place. When the troops assembled at Aandalsnes that night had been embarked, the three cruisers had taken off some 1,800 troops. The men were exhausted and ravenously hungry, but embarked on board in an orderly, disciplined manner, although many were without arms or equipment.132

Meanwhile, Tartar and Ulster Prince had gone to Molde to embark the last of Capt. Denny’s base staff, as well as the Commander of the Norwegian Army, Gen. Ruge, and his staff. Gen. Ruge had at first agreed to be evacuated, in the mistaken belief that he and his staff would be taken to continue the fight in northern Norway. When he found that this was not so, and that he was being evacuated back to England, he refused to leave his troops. The Captain of Tartar sent Lt Kennedy to find him and try to persuade him to change his mind and come to England to lead the Norwegian forces evacuated there. Lt Kennedy located the General in a wood above the burning town of Molde, together with perhaps a dozen of his staff officers, in a clearing in the snow. Kennedy was to remember how dispirited they all appeared, and how the General smiled with a shake of his head as he declined the evacuation offer.133

Vice-Admiral Edward-Collins also sent the destroyers Wanderer and Sikh to pick up troop remnants from Aafarnes, set at the mouth of a small fjord 6 miles north of Aandalsnes. Overloaded with 150 troops, Wanderer grounded and had to be pulled clear by Sikh. Altogether, some 2,200 men were safely taken off from Rombaksfjord on the first night’s operation, the only German opposition coming from an ineffectual bombing raid between 3 a.m. and 4 a.m. on 1 May, as the ships were leaving the outer reaches of the fjord.

The next night’s evacuation, taking off the remaining Allied troops (put at 1,500, plus an unknown number of Norwegian troops and refugees), was entrusted to a force under Vice-Admiral Layton. It consisted of the large cruisers Birmingham and Manchester and the destroyers Inglefield, Delight, Diana, Somali, and Moshona—the anti-aircraft cruiser Calcutta and the sloop Auckland had arrived during the day to provide some anti-aircraft cover for the withdrawal force, and met up with them as they approached the outer reaches of Rombaksfjord. On nearing their destination, Somali was detached to Aalesund to collect troops there, and Diana was sent to Molde to take General Ruge and his staff to Tromsø in the north of the country, where he wished to lead the remnants of the Norwegian Army continuing their fight there.134 Measuring just under 600 feet, the Birmingham and Manchester were too long to berth alongside the concrete quay, and had anchored off Aandalsnes at 11 p.m. on 1 May, while the remaining destroyers went back and forth to the quay, ferrying the troops to the cruisers.135 In an hour, 1,300 men had been transferred.


The embarkation was carried out in the light from burning villages. As the troops wound down the hill to the waterside, they were a very weary body of men. Their spirits were, however, still undaunted, as is reflected in the fact that there was great argument between the members of the rear party as to who should have the privilege of being the last man out!136



The force then sailed for home, leaving Calcutta and Auckland to pick up a supposedly 200 strong rear guard. In fact, 700 men turned up, and Calcutta took them on board in fifteen minutes. The gallant Auckland waited, and took on board the final rear guard of 240 men, who ‘embarked with such commendable promptitude that the ship was alongside for only seven minutes.’137

The evacuated troops were obviously keen to leave the calamitous campaign in central Norway behind them. In total, over 2,200 men were taken off that night without a single casualty. Behind them, they left 1,402 men of the 148th and 15th Brigades, either killed, wounded, or prisoners of the Germans.138

There now remained the final and perhaps most difficult (indeed, the most desperate) stage of the evacuation—that of extricating some 5,400 troops of the northern pincer from Namsos. By now, the Germans had realised that the Allies were pulling out of Central Norway, and did their utmost to make the Namsos evacuation impossible, or at least as bloody and damaging as possible. The man in charge of the evacuation, Vice-Admiral J. H. D. Cunningham, had sailed from Scapa Flow on 29 April with the cruisers Devonshire and York; the French cruiser Montcalm; the destroyers Afridi, Nubian, Hasty, and Imperial; and the French destroyer Bison. He also had the French troop transports El Djezair, El Kantara, and El Mansour. He intended to bring off half the troops in the transports on the 1–2 May and the second half in the cruisers the following night, but he also had contingency plans to try to carry out the whole operation in one night. Four other destroyers—Kelly, Grenade, Griffin, and Maori—under Capt. Lord Louis Mountbatten in Kelly, had been sent on ahead. As the evacuating ships approached the Norwegian coast on 1 May, they ran into dense fog, which prevented the cruisers and transports from venturing into the outer reaches of the Namsos fjords. However, Capt. Mountbatten’s destroyers groped their way up the fjord leading to Namsos, using the echo of their Asdics off the steep sides to fix their position. It took all night and it was not until 5.00 in the morning of 2 May that they reached Namsos and were able to report it clear of fog, but were immediately attacked by German bombers.


Namsos harbour was untenable by warships during daylight. The frigate Bittern had already been heavily damaged, and the anti-aircraft cruiser Carlisle had been forced to go to sea during the day.139



From the memoirs of then Lt-Cdr J. A. J. Dennis:


On May 2nd we found ourselves off Namsos, but there was a thick fog at a low level. Four of us were detached to try to find our way into the harbour and embark the soldiers. In some ways the fog should have been a relief, as it would have shielded us from air attack. But … our masts were showing above the fog, while German aircraft were in clear weather overhead … we manoeuvred at high speed.… Maori was nearly hit and suffered some casualties while the rest of us were lucky not to have serious collisions in the confusion. However, no further damage was done and as darkness came on we felt our way up the fiord behind Kelly who did some masterly navigation under difficult conditions.… Namsos was in flames and so were some trawlers.… Jon Walley, Medical Officer of the Griffin was landed alone to cope with the wounded survivors of Gaul and Arab and had an exciting time with forty eight of them in a shallow cave, shooting from time to time at passing aircraft … [that night] we managed to take on our quota of soldiers. British, French and Norwegian, and to re-embark our own people without loss … and left the town burning furiously.140



With conditions ashore deteriorating, the increasing intensity of the German bombing, and his transports low in fuel, Admiral Cunningham realised that his best hope of a successful withdrawal was to try to accomplish it in one night. Gen. Carton de Wiart believed that he could not disengage and collect together his troops in time and that the evacuation would need to be spread over two nights. De Wiart later wrote of the evacuation:


[Wires] started to flash to and from the War Office. First to evacuate, then to hold on, then to evacuate, then suddenly it was suggested that I should retire on Moesjen [sic.], about one hundred miles to the north of Namsos. I knew the road to be covered in deep snow and impassable for infantry, and I could see no point in the move and wired the War Office to that effect. More orders came to evacuate, and this time I started to set about it. General Audet came to see me and begged me not to leave his troops until the last when the hour came to embark. He seemed much moved, and on my assuring him that not a single British soldier would be embarked until every Frenchman was on board ship. I had a narrow escape from being embraced and was told that I was ‘un vrai gentleman’.

Gradually we retired towards Namsos, where we were to embark. The evacuation was to take place on two consecutive nights. I intended sending the French troops off the first night, and they had all gone down at dusk to be ready to embark. We waited—no ships turned up. There was no word from the Navy, and I must admit to feeling anxious. Just before dawn I had to move the troops into their positions again, leaving them, depressed and disappointed, to await another night.141



Gen. Carton de Wiart’s evacuation plan envisaged embarking all the French troops first. The 53rd Battalion of Chasseurs Alpins were easily withdrawn from their nearby positions alongside the railway and taken off in two empty store ships. However, the Admiralty plan of embarking the remainder of Carton de Wiart’s force over two nights, 1–2 and 2–3 of May, required a more orderly withdrawal, as unobtrusively as possible to avoid prematurely alerting the Germans, to shattered Namsos. The town had been again heavily bombarded on 28 April and divebombed on 30 April.142 The 13th Chasseurs Alpins were situated nearest to the enemy, halfway between Steinkjer and Namsos. Closer to Namsos were defensive positions held, respectively, by the 4th Battalion KOYLI, the Hallamshire Battalion of the York and Lancaster Regt, and the 67th Chasseurs Alpins. The 4th Battalion of the Royal Lincolnshire Regt were some 9 miles up the railway line to the east.

The first stage of the leap-frogging evacuation was to be the gradual withdrawal of the 13th Chasseurs Alpins in small groups to thin out their defensive line without unduly alerting the enemy, leaving behind a rearguard of ski-equipped troops. The KOYLI would withdraw next and return by road to Namsos, leaving the Hallamshires in the rearguard position. They had orders to hold the vital bridge at Bangsund until 9.30 p.m. on 2 May, thus allowing the 13th Chasseurs Alpins and KOYLI battalions enough time to get back to Namsos.143 The 67th Chasseurs Alpins would gradually withdraw into Namsos, followed by the Lincolnshires to cover the withdrawal and guard against a German thrust from an eastern direction.

From the writings of Maj. W. J. R. Cragg, in command of ‘C’ Company of the Lincolnshire Battalion:


The 4th Lincolnshires now possessed no clothes except what they stood up in. The K.O.Y.L.I.s possessed hardly a Bren gun and practivally [sic.] no arms. It certainly didn’t surprise us when, the fourth night, we rapidly packed up and moved as quickly as possible to Namsos, seven miles away, to embark for home. Marching through Namsos reminded me of pictures I had seen of Ypres in the Great War.… The quay was still in flames as we marched into it.… We could not help feeling very bitter against our own Air Force, who, if only a few long range Wellington bombers had appeared on that Sunday morning off Steinkjer, could have prevented this. Not once did one single British aircraft appear over our heads in Norway, and German planes cruised leisurely overhead at least four times a day.144



Cpl C. F. Lane of ‘D’ Company of the Lincolnshire Regt corroborates the evacuation experiences of Major Cragg:


[About] 2200 hours that night there was a sudden burst of activity and our company commander was shipped away with the other wounded who had been uncomplaining and some of who had been in great pain. Lieutenant Flint took over command of D Company. He told me we were pulling out and making for Namsos as we were being evacuated from there.… We pulled out about 2300 hours. We had about a three hour forced march so as to take advantage of the two or three hours of semi-darkness. There was to be only one five minute halt, because … the men were so weary and tired they fell asleep and it was a hell of a job to get them going. The Lieutenant told the men if any of them fell out during the march they would be picked up by the Germans so they knew the consequences.… Some of the young ones were knackered and those that were carrying Bren guns had to hand them over to some of the hardened reservists. Quite a few of the reservists were dressed up like bleeding Christmas trees with as many as four or five rifles hung on them. Still the young ones made it to Namsos and what a sight met our eyes. The place was burning like hell.… There were bomb craters everywhere.145



Under political pressure from all sides, even sections of his own Conservative party, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain was forced to make a statement in the House of Commons on the afternoon of 2 May on the progress of the Norwegian Campaign and to admit to the evacuation from Aandalsnes.146 An impending military operation from Namsos was now a serious concern to Gen. Carton de Wiart:


In the course of that last endless day I got a message from the Navy to say that they would evacuate the whole of my force that night. I thought it was impossible, but learned a few hours later that the Navy do not know the word. Apparently there was a dense sea mist quite unsuspected by us off shore and this had prevented their coming in the night before…147



The attempt at evacuation in one night was agreed. Capt. Vian in Afridi led in the three French transports, followed by the cruiser York and the destroyer Nubian. They were joined in the fjord by Kelly, Grenade, and Griffin. At 10.30 p.m., El Djezair tied up at the stone pier and El Kantara secured alongside her. For safety and lack of docking space, both El Mansour and York stayed in the fjord, and had troops ferried to them by destroyers and trawlers from the wooden pier.


As the night wore on, it became clear that, although it would be possible, except for the rear-guard, to load the transports before daylight, they could not be sailed together in time to make a worthwhile offing [position at distance from shore]. The troopships were therefore sailed one by one as they were ready, escorted by warships.148



Maj. W. J. R. Cragg’s account records the evacuation of his company of the Royal Lincolnshire’s:


We transferred that night to the filthiest French ship I have ever seen, the El Kantara. There were 700 Alpine on board who had made themselves pretty comfortable, leaving us officers only the floor of the Dining Saloon to sleep on—all cabins occupied! The only food provided was sardines, French bully beef and biscuits, and filthy coffee. We existed on this for three days. As soon as we were all on board we made for the open sea at full speed.149



From Cpl C. F. Lane’s account:


After scrambling from ship to ship we eventually boarded the filthiest French auxiliary cruiser [sic.] El Kantara. There was a hell of a lot of activity going on around the harbour. What transport there was, was being driven into the harbour. Orders were being shouted out by unit commanders and naval officers and amid all the noise and tumult ships anchors were being raised. Before the semi-darkness left us part of the convoy had loaded up with troops and steamed out to sea.150



El Mansour, the last transport to leave, cleared the pier at 2.30 a.m. on 3 May, escorted by York and Nubian. Only the rear guard was left to be evacuated. From Capt. Vian:


Alfridi [sic.] remained to embark the General and the rear-guard, who were held up by the snow bound roads leading to Namsos. General de Wiart, when he arrived, found that his baggage had been sent to the cruiser York, and told me he would travel with it, but was very sorry not to be coming with us. So were we at the time, but later we thought otherwise. The rear-guard, the Colonel and thirty five other ranks of the York and Lancaster Regiment eventually arrived and were duly embarked. There was a mass of abandoned motor transport on the jetty, on which Alfridi’s [sic.] guns were turned before she sailed. We expected a rough passage as it was becoming light, but in the event reached Admiral Cunningham’s force by 5.30am without being attacked.151



It was only a temporary reprieve. The first transport and its escorts reached Scapa Flow without incident, but the latter groups were subjected to air attacks which began at 8.45 a.m. and went on for nearly seven hours until 3.30 p.m. and the ships were 200 miles off the Norwegian coast.


When the air attacks began, it soon became 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.152



The ‘modus operandi’ of the Junkers 87 Stuka dive-bomber was soon to become all too familiar to the ships of the Royal Navy; the arrival of a formation of the gull-winged, single-engined, fixed-undercarriage planes, the sequential peel away of the aircraft, the near-vertical 70-degree dive, and the application of its air brakes to limit its accelerating speed, with the accompanying stomach-churning howl, reaching a crescendo as the bomb was released and the Stuka pulled out of its dive:


Almost at once a Stuka scored a hit on Bison; the bomb exploded the forward magazine, and the whole forepart of the ship blew up, including the bridge with its officers. The hulk listed heavily to port and Grenade, Lieutenant-Commander R.C. Boyle, went quickly alongside to take off survivors while Montcalm and the transport went on.

… Owing to the angle of Bison’s deck, and on account of the number of wounded, the transfer was going to be a slow business. It was apparent that Grenade was awkwardly placed; she was isolated, stopped, alongside another vessel, and could make little use of her guns—a very obvious target. I therefore asked Admiral Cunningham if Alfridi [sic.] might leave him, to join Grenade and Bison and provide air protection. He agreed at once and off we went.…

On arrival it seemed to me that … it would be better to go alongside Bison’s free side and assist Grenade in the embarkation of survivors, rather than to lie off, standing by for attack. This we therefore did, hopefully playing hoses on a depth charge, mounted on the side of Bison’s deck, which was burning, and on exploding small arms ammunition.

It quickly became clear that whether one lay alongside the up or the down side of a heavily listed ship, the transfer of personnel was an extremely awkward job. Time was important, because the fire burning in the fore part of the hulk was spreading aft, where the survivors were mustered.

Soon flames were seen coming up the after hatch, and it was reported that the fire had reached the compartment adjoining the after magazine. The survivors began to take to the water. This I encouraged them to do, as it was clear that Grenade and Alfridi [sic.] would be uncomfortably placed if the after part of Bison blew up while we were alongside; it would be easier and quicker to get men out of the water with our boats and those of Imperial, who had now joined us, than to take them off the hulk.

Up to this time the air attacks which had been made on the group had been warded off.… Then there occurred an unforeseen calamity. The surface of the water was covered with oil fuel, which had escaped from Bison’s forward tanks. This now ignited, making the situation for the swimmers a terrible one, and adding greatly to the difficulties of the boats’ crews. But, despite two further air attacks, the rescue proceeded, and by eleven-thirty it was completed. The hulk was sunk and the destroyers proceeded to overtake the convoys. Of the survivors, Alfridi [sic.] had sixty-nine on board.153



However, the ordeal of Bison’s rescued men and of Afridi’s own crew was not yet over:


On reaching Admiral Cunningham’s force at 2pm, 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 at our starboard side, its target obviously Alfridi [sic.]. The vital action was taken, a violent turn towards, to make the angle of descent too steep for the pilot. At this point Gammon reported a second Stuka coming at us from the port side. 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 portion of the port side. Through this aperture (until the gradual flooding of the ship carried it below the water-line) 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 Artificier [sic.] A. P. White and Engine Room Artificier [sic.] W. A. Scott worked indefatigably in smoke and darkness to save others who had been overcome by the fires.

It was soon clear that the ship was sinking, and Imperial was called alongside to take off survivors. At a quarter to three Alfridi’s [sic.] stern reared up, and the ship slid under the water by the bows. We lost forty nine officers and men, thirteen soldiers and more than thirty of the twice unlucky Bison’s crew.154



From the memoirs of Lieutenant J. A. J. Dennis on the destroyer Griffin:


This time it was the Alfridi [sic.] which was hit by a bomb … and started a fire.… Imperial and we were detailed to stop and help. Obviously this meant that we would be the targets of the next attack.… Alfridi [sic.] looked in pretty poor shape and Johny [sic.] [Lt-Cdr J. Lee-Barber, Captain of HMS Griffin] decided to go alongside.… The captain of Alfridi [sic.], Philip Vian … stood on the bridge quite unmoved amid the smoke and exploding ready made ammunition. ‘Take me in tow Lee-Barber’. Well, we couldn’t refuse, but the prospect looked dim… [it seemed unlikely that she would survive to be towed]. As we lay alongside the fires got worse.…

I had the uncomfortable feeling that her forward magazine might be about to explode, taking us all with it. To make matters worse, many of her people were trapped in her forward messdecks by the fire. They opened the scuttles [portholes] forward and were crying for help, but the openings were far too small for them to get out … and although they could be touched there was nothing we could do to save them.… It was not long before Vian had to accept the inevitable and abandon ship. He himself went over to the Imperial by now alongside the Alfridi’s [sic.] other side. Between us we took off the remaining survivors, a shattered mixture of British and French sailors, Chasseurs Alpins, British soldiers and Norwegians, many of whom had now been sunk twice on top of their other tribulations … we watched Alfridi [sic.] sink, bows first, carrying those wretched men in the forecastle with her…155



There was a further air attack, the last was at 3.30 p.m. on the destroyers Griffin and Imperial, but no damage was done and all the ships arrived safely at Scapa Flow. The thirteen soldiers of the York and Lancaster Regiment rear-guard lost on the Afridi were the only army casualties in the entire evacuation, and the loss of Allied troops during ‘Operation Maurice’ had been, when compared with human cost of what was to come as the war progressed, relatively light: 157 men killed, wounded, or missing.156

One sour note to the ships’ arrival was bitterly recorded by Lieutenant Dennis:


At last we were out of range and were detached to Sullom Voe in the Shetlands where there lay a French hospital ship.… To our chagrin, the hospital ship would only take Frenchmen, making one wonder about this Alliance. So it was on to Scapa Flow with the rest.157



It had been a magnificently executed operation by the Royal Navy. General Carton de Wiart, doughty commander of the ill-fated ‘Maurice Force’ at Namsos, added his own tribute:


On my sixtieth birthday, May 5th, we arrived back at Scapa Flow exactly eighteen days after we had set forth. Captain Portal, who commanded the York, thought it was a most fitting occasion for a bottle of champagne. He must have known that to me the taste is extra good after a surgical operation or a major disaster. Norway had given me my first opportunity of seeing the Navy at work, and working with them my admiration for them had grown with the days. We caused them endless trouble, and forced them to do extra and unusual jobs, but instead of showing any signs of resentment they gave us the freedom of their ships.158



While the precipitate withdrawal of its forces from Central Norway may have been considered an operational success by the British, there was no disguising the fact that, after just three weeks fighting, it had been a calamitous defeat that was to have a detrimental effect upon world opinion and major political consequences for the Allies. There was also no disguising the fact that the Norwegian people and army had been abandoned to their fate. Following Germany’s belated announcement on 26 April that it was at war with Norway, pockets of Norwegian troops still in the Gudbrandsdal, cut off and out of ammunition, started to capitulate in a piecemeal manner in the days immediately preceding or following the Allied withdrawal and evacuation.159

With their Commander-in-Chief, General Ruge, evacuated to the north of the country to try to continue the fight against the Germans with the Norwegian forces there, it fell to Gen. Hvinden Haug to sign the capitulation to the Germans at 5 a.m. on 3 May of all forces south of Trondheim.160 Col. Getz, caught virtually unawares by the evacuation of Gen. Carton de Wiart’s Maurice Force from Namsos, signed the capitulation of all forces north of Trondheim the same day. Although Gen. Ruge had received a verbal warning of the intended evacuation on 29 April, he was no longer in touch with the Trondheim situation, and Col. Getz had only received, at about 10.30 p.m. on 2 May, even as the evacuation ships were loading at Namsos, a letter from Gen. Carton de Wiart informing him of the evacuation.

Col. Getz, forced to seek an armistice and peace negotiations for his area of command, issued an order of the day, bitterly denouncing the circumstances of the Allied withdrawal:


Since Britain and France, for reasons unknown to us, gave up the attempt to support us in our fight and since they withdrew their troops from Namsos without warning Thursday night, we now stand alone.

The German forces have already drawn around our flank and behind the line which the British and French troops should hold. And since we are alone, without a chance of outside help and with ammunition for only one day’s fighting, without air forces, anti-aircraft guns and other necessary weapons, further fighting would only entail total destruction without any military purpose.

I have, therefore, today proposed to the German High Command that an armistice shall be declared during which peace shall be negotiated for the Troendelag area, as it has been for those parts of our country lying further south. It is my heavy task as Acting Commander-in-Chief in Troendelag to announce this to the divisions under my command.

It was an incomprehensible action on the part of the British High Command, without warning me, to expose the flank and rear of my troops, so that I was cut off from the only possible line of retreat towards Mo lake.161



Although militarily successfully accomplished, the Allied pull-out was to have its strategic and political fallout.


PART IV

The Fight for
Narvik and Northern Norway


11

Changes in Command and Circumstances

Author’s note: For an explanation of the course of events in the Allied fight in Northern Norway with the intention of retaking Narvik from German occupation, the account will commence with the decision taken on 14 April 1940 to split Convoy NP 1, carrying the Allied force to Narvik, so that Trondheim in Central Norway could also be retaken, as described in the previous Part Three. Inevitably some chronological overlap will arise with events and circumstances taking place elsewhere in Norway and indeed Northern Europe at this time.

With the withdrawal from central Norway, the only foothold that the Allies still had was in the north, in the approaches to Narvik, the town itself being firmly in the hands of the Germans. As explained earlier, Convoy NP 1, originally intended for Narvik, had been split on 14 April, and some of the ships and their troops sent off on the ill-fated expedition to central Norway. The remainder of the convoy, with troops in the three liners Monarch of Bermuda, Reina del Pacifico, and Batory had proceeded towards Narvik. From the start, the Narvik operation was to prove as ill-conceived and badly conducted as the campaign at Namsos and Aandalsnes.

Serious differences quickly emerged between the Army and Navy commanders as to the conduct of the campaign. This arose partly from the differences in the orders given to Maj.-Gen. Mackesy and to Admiral of the Fleet Lord Cork and Orrery, the respective land and sea commanders, and partly due to their different characters and thus their interpretation of their orders. The two men had never met prior to their separate arrivals in Norway. Mackesy, cautious and methodical, had received written orders from the War Office which, inter alia, ruled out any idea of attempting an opposed landing:


Your initial task will be to establish your force at Harstad, ensure cooperation of Norwegian forces that may be there and obtain the information necessary to plan your further operations.1



The War Office obviously foresaw a steady build-up of the poorly trained and equipped Allied troops, and a methodical approach to the recapture of Narvik. Lord Cork on the other hand—decisive, impulsive, and greatly superior in rank to his opposite number—had not been given compatible orders by the Admiralty. He had been briefed by Churchill and Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, the First Sea Lord:


[My] 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 in order to achieve this result.2



Lord Cork decided that to take immediate advantage of the perceived weakness in the German force occupying Norway and ordered Southampton and his flagship Aurora to Skelfjord. His intention was to launch a landing force comprising of 350 Scots Guards under Maj. H. L. Graham, carried on the Southampton and reinforced by seamen and marines of Warspite, Southampton, Aurora, Penelope and disabled destroyers.3 His bold, and unilaterally decided, plan came to nought however, because he was unable to make contact with Southampton until she had already disembarked her Scots Guards. The army commander Maj.-Gen. Mackesy saw the situation in a different light:4


During the 14 April and the following days all available information pointed to Narvik itself being strongly held and to the fact that the naval action on 13 April had by no means demoralised the garrison as a whole. The probability was that the garrison had in fact been increased by nearly one thousand good fighting men from the sunken ships: this was fully confirmed by subsequent intelligence reports. My troops had been embarked for a peaceful landing at a friendly and organised port and could not be ready for active operations for some days. I decided therefore to disembark the Force at Halstad and to establish my base there also in the first instance.5



Lord Cork then met up with his military opposite number, thinking to agree his plan for this immediate attack to retake Narvik:


On 15 April I met General Mackesy for the first time and was astonished to hear that not only was his force embarked as for a peaceful landing and consequently was not ready for immediate operations, but that the orders that he had received, and given to him just prior to sailing, ruled out any idea of attempting an opposed landing. Thus the General and myself left the U.K. with diametrically opposite views on what was required.6



From Gen. Ironside’s diary it would appear that Lord Cork had been quick to make Churchill aware of his frustration at having his bold plan thwarted, and pointed the finger at the caution of the Army Commander:


Winston rang me up at 11pm and began a long story about Mackesy having gone off to land his three hundred men at Solangen [sic.] ‘without consulting Lord Cork’. I told him that the landing was in charge of Mackesy. If Lord Cork was going to make a naval attack, well and good, but even that should be in concert with the General. I am waiting now to get the First Sea Lord to see that no naval signals are sent out that well upset the General’s attack.7



The next morning Gen. Ironside ‘managed to extract the First Sea Lord out of the First Lord’s room and to get him to understand that it was fatal to start monkeying about from here with the General on the spot.’8

The CIGS’s defence of Maj.-Gen. Mackesy’s stance seems to have had at least a temporary effect; Lord Cork recalls that he subsequently received a message from the Admiralty which contained the instruction ‘We think it imperative that you and General should be together and act together and that no attack should be made except in concert.’9

While this may have led to an uneasy truce between the ill-matched Naval and Military Commanders in the Narvik sector, it was clear that they were dead-locked, and that ultimately one of them would have to give way or go if Narvik was to be quickly retaken, but for the time being the immediate opportunity had been, controversially, missed.

Any such quick proactive initiative by the Allied military was ruled out by the chaos of the convoy arrival, and the time taken to land the troops and their equipment. The selected military base from which to mount the campaign to recapture Narvik was Harstad. This small port, with limited facilities, was the only town of any size in the area apart from Narvik itself. Harstad was situated on the eastern shore of the island of Hamnøy, the largest in the chain of the Lofoten Islands which form the western shore of Vestfjord, leading on to Narvik. Harstad was roughly thirty miles ‘as the crow flies’ to the south-east of Narvik, but some seventy-five miles by the nearest sea route. The overland routes, over very difficult terrain, were approximately the same distance.

The transports and their escorting warships were initially directed to the Tromsø area, at the northern end of the Lofoten Islands, which caused some confusion among the Allied troops. On the destroyer Echo, one of the escorts reported:


First one boat … then a small procession arrived alongside Echo, the passengers representing all the various nationalities of the troops carried. After much heel clicking and saluting at the gangway, they were ushered below to the wardroom where formalities, of course, ceased. There were French Foreign Legionnaires, including snow-trained Alpine regiments, senior Polish officers, all keen to get at the Germans, some British Guards and Norwegian troops, wondering how they could get ashore. ‘Is this Narvik?’ was the general question. ‘If not, why not?’ Needless to say we could offer no explanation as to why we were in Tromsø and not Narvik, except that the urgency of our arrival was not so great as first anticipated and we were now awaiting further instructions. The variety of languages did not facilitate general conversation but, despite this language problem, discussion became livelier as tongues were loosened, aided by naval hospitality and a universal understanding of what the word ‘beer’ meant. They then turned to some of their own problems. The British had discovered that one of their Brigadiers had gone off to Namsos in one of the detached troopships; fodder for mules on board had nearly run out—where, in deep snow, could they get grass?10



The convoy and escorts were ordered back to Harstad, and by 17 April, the troops were offloaded. The situation was not helped when it was found that the transports had not been ‘tactically loaded’; that is, the stores and equipment had not been loaded so that the items which were needed first were the most easily accessible, and the least-needed items were at the bottom of the holds. The system of ‘efficient loading’ had been employed, based upon the concept of best use of the hold space. The stores and equipment all had to be unloaded and then sorted out.

As a consequence of the confines of Harstad, the three liners had to anchor at Bygdin, ten miles away across the fjord, from whence the troops were ferried ashore by destroyers and ‘puffers’ (small local boats). The British were in ignorance of the dangers these liners were in and how fortunate they were in not losing them and their cargoes from U-boat attack:


Soon after our arrival Echo, as were all the other destroyers, was mainly employed on transporting troops and supplies to the various little ports in the seemingly unending fiords in the approaches to Narvik.11



There was one diversion. An attempt was made by a German U-boat to disrupt the landings, but she was depth charged by the destroyers Fearless and Brazen ‘which literally blew the U-boat to the surface in the middle of the pattern. The crew abandoned their vessel, U-49, and started screaming in the most dreadful fashion.’12

Nearly all the German crew were picked up, and during the rescue Brazen picked up papers which revealed the whole U-boat disposition for their Norwegian campaign.

Valuable as this intelligence was, and despite this sinking and that of U-46 sunk by Warspite’s Swordfish plane on 13 April, the Allies were extremely fortunate not to have their attempt to retake Narvik completely derailed by the German U-boat arm. The Allied fortune was more due to German incompetence rather than any Allied initiatives. Historian Brown stated:


[The] German U-boats achieved practically nothing, only succeeding during the whole of April in sinking three British and two neutral merchant ships and one store transport, the Cedar Bank [sic.]. When at an early stage in the operations [15 April] their disposition fell into the hands of the British, the Commander-in-Chief, Home Fleet, expressed satisfaction that such an effort should have accomplished so little. It is now known that their torpedoes suffered from serious technical defects.13



Vice-Admiral Gretton, then a junior destroyer officer, stated:


German torpedoes, though of high performance, did not keep their depth and were fitted with warheads of advanced design which do not work. The story of the Norwegian campaign would have been very different if the U-boat torpedoes had been effective.14



On this subject, German Admiral Doenitz, then Flag Officer, Submarines, waxed bitterly.15 An entry in his War Diary of 15 May 1940 reads: ‘I do not believe that ever in the history of war men have been set against the enemy with such a useless weapon’.16 Doenitz had reason for his bitterness. On 5 March 1940, he had been informed of the plans to occupy Denmark and Norway:


There were indications that the enemy also was planning military operations against Norway … these indications … led to the decision to forestall him by means of a counter stroke.… In the light of this situation … we at U-boat Command were to take action. All preparations were to be completed by March 10th … the main task of the U-boat arm was to protect our own naval from the seaward … and to oppose enemy counter-landings and enemy forces that attempted to cut the sea communication between Norway and Germany.17



In order to have sufficient U-boats to accomplish his allocated responsibilities Doenitz was obliged to temporarily suspend all U-boat training in the Baltic and use the six small boats from his Submarine School on support operations in the Skagerrak. He also had to use the two new boats, U-64 and U-65, which were still undergoing sea trials and had only partially trained crews. It was U-64 that had been caught on the surface by Warspite’s Swordfish aircraft on 13 April. Doenitz also had available a further ten larger ocean-going boats and thirteen smaller boats, giving him a total of thirty-one U-boats. Despite the anticipated difficulties facing his U-boats, navigating and operating in the confines of the fjords where they would be forced to remain submerged for most of the time, and where the short northern nights gave few hours of darkness in which to recharge their batteries, Doenitz was confident: ‘The enemy too was equally restricted to the narrow waters.… On the whole, therefore, I felt fairly confident of success as far as the U-boats were concerned’.18

Apart from the crew of the submarine school boats (U-64 and U-65), the commanders and crews of his boats were experienced and battle-tested. Among his commanders were Lt-Cdr Gunter Prien, who, with his U-47, had entered Scapa Flow and sunk the battleship Royal Oak; and Herbert Schultze with U-48. Both of these aces already held the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross. Admiral Doenitz’s confidence in his U-boats was however to be very quickly dispelled:


The apparent complete failure of the U-boats to achieve any success in action since the beginning of the Norwegian Campaign had already caused me, on April 11, to call upon the boats of the Narvik group to submit by radio a situation report.… The reports which reached me in response to my demand during the next few days were calamitous: ‘[On April 11] 12.30 Cumberland type cruiser, salvo of three. Missed, one failed to explode until the end of its run. 2115, salvo of three, cruiser York. Salvo exploded prematurely. Depth 21 feet. Zone 4. U-48’.19



More disturbing for Doenitz were the reports of U-47, coming from its captain the German national and naval hero Gunter Prien, on 16 April:


15.4... Afternoon. Enemy destroyers on patrol and reconnaissance of the area. From erratic course of the destroyers, presume mines are being laid on a number of places. Evening. Three large transports [each of 30,000 tons] and three more, slightly smaller, escorted by two cruisers at anchor in the southern part of Bygden [sic.]. Troops being disembarked by fishing boat in direction Langen–Gratangen. Transports and cruisers in narrow waters of the Bygdenfiord [sic.], some lying at double anchor, just clear of each other and in some cases slightly overlapping.

2200, delivered first attack, submerged. Intention—to fire one torpedo each at cruiser, large transport, large transport, cruiser [one of the cruisers of the Suffolk class], then to reload and deliver second attack

2242, fired four torpedoes. Shortest range 750 yards, longest range 1500 yards. Depth setting for torpedoes 12 and 15 feet. Ships stretched in a solid wall before me. Result nil. Enemy not alerted. Re-loaded. Delivered second attack, on surface, after midnight. Fire control precise. Thorough inspection of all adjustments by Captain and First Lieutenant. Four torpedoes. Depth setting as for first attack. No success. One torpedo off course exploded against the cliff. While turning away ran aground. Re-floated under extremely difficult conditions and very close to passing patrol vessels. Pursued with depth charges. Compelled to withdraw owing to damaged engines.

April 19. Sighted Warspite and two destroyers and attacked the battleship with two torpedoes at a range of 900 yards. No success. As a result of the explosion of one of them at the end of its run I was placed in a most awkward predicament and was pursued by destroyers coming from all directions. U-47.20



Following the torpedo failures, Doenitz had the reports of his U-boat commanders collated and analysed. The U-boats had collectively launched thirty-six attacks:


A most meticulous examination of these attacks confirmed that, had the torpedoes not failed, certain hits must have been obtained—in one out of four attacks on a battleship [Warspite], in seven out of twelve attacks on cruisers, in seven out of ten attacks on destroyers and in five out five attacks on transports.

The very important effect that successes on that scale would have had on the course of operations is obvious. The timely dispatch of U-47 to Vaagsfiord [sic.] enabled that boat to arrive just as the transports at anchor were beginning to disembark their troops. The subsequent military operations against Narvik might have taken a very different course if the eight torpedoes fired at the transports by Prien had not all failed to explode.21



The U-boats were withdrawn from Norwegian waters, and boats compelled to revert to primitive First World War-era contact pistols while a new and effective pistol was developed. Not until late 1942 were the German torpedo problems satisfactorily resolved.

Back in London, the War Cabinet, still reeling from the shock of the ease of the German takeover of Norway a few days earlier, were in a state of some confusion over the Norwegian strategy, the problems likely to be encountered, and the level of resources that would be needed. Gen. Mackesy’s plans for the forthcoming assault reflects his cautious and calculated approach, and his concerns about exposing his troops to opposed landings following a naval bombardment until proper preparations for this had been made.22 He drew attention to the climate conditions prevailing at the time with the region covered in several feet of snow, even down at the water’s edge, and that blizzards, heavy snowstorms and bitter winds were a daily occurrence. The nights were bitterly cold and shelter from the weather was of vital importance. His troops on landing in Norway were without transport, skis, or snowshoes and, in his view, ‘were absolutely incapable of operating tactically at all.’23

Furthermore, he stated his opinion on the matter:


Soon became certain that the enemy held Narvik in considerable strength. All the existing defences had been handed over intact by the Norwegian garrison.… 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 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 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.24



Mackesy’s strategy had been to launch a two-pronged attack against Gen. Dietl and his force trapped in the Narvik area, variously estimated at some 2,000 to 4,000 troops and the sailors from their sunken destroyers. The initial target was to be the ore railroad to Sweden, the Germans’ only overland supply line, while the Allied warships, under Lord Cork, would seal off any German attempt to bring seaborne reinforcements and supplies to Narvik.

To this end, after unloading and sorting out his troops and supplies, he made his initial cautious moves. From Harstad, he dispatched the three battalions of his 24th Brigade to strategic points on the mainland. A force of Irish Guards were positioned at Bogen on the north shore of Ofotfjord; the South Wales Borderers were encamped near the little port of Skaanland on the mainland, roughly midway between Harstad and Bogen, and two companies of Scots Guards were positioned at Sjøvegan, well to the north of Narvik, where they were joined up with elements of Maj.-Gen. Fleischer’s Norwegian 6th Brigade. The remaining Scots were to be held in reserve, ready to support the Norwegians when they attacked Narvik from the north.25

It later emerged that, on 14 April, following the Second Naval Battle of Narvik on the previous day, the Germans there had a force of some 4,600 men, with 2,600 of them the members and survivors of the ten sunken destroyers.26 They had access to arms and ammunition from the captured Norwegian army base at Elvegårdsmoen. Gen. Dietl positioned two battalions of his mountain troops along a defensive line Laberget–Elvenes–Foldvik on the southern shore of Gratangenfjord, some 17 miles north of Narvik. His other regular battalion took up positions in and around Narvik itself, with one company at Ankenes on the southern shore of Beisfjord. His supplementary sailors were spread out and deployed along the shores of Herjangsfjord, in Narvik, and along the railroad that led to Sweden.27

Churchill, Lord Cork, and the Admiralty were by now pressing hard for a quick resolution of the situation and the capture of the town before the German occupiers had time to reorganise and regroup. In their view, it could be achieved by a daring, if risky, immediate frontal assault. Gen. Mackesy demurred, fearing the heavy losses likely to be suffered by his unready and ill-equipped troops. Churchill, Chairman of the Military Co-ordination Committee, was incensed at Mackesy’s perceived intransience. The Committee was persuaded to send a strongly worded telegram to Mackesy, more or less telling him to reconsider, but it had no effect upon Mackesy. Churchill, in his post-war written memoirs and in the safety of post-event knowledge, was to claim that any responsibility for any bloody result to an early direct assault would fall exclusively on the home authorities and upon him, and that he was happy to accept this eventuality.28 If such a bloody response had been the outcome, no doubt the politicians would have found sufficient wriggle-room to have avoided the consequent fallout.

Even post-war, Churchill found it difficult to forgive Mackesy for his obduracy, writing that nothing that he, his colleagues, or Lord Cork could do or say had the slightest effect upon the General.29

Mackesy was to be sacked in mid-May 1940 and Churchill had still not forgiven him seven years later. When helping finalise Churchill’s The Gathering Storm, his researcher and writing collaborator, the retired Gen. Pownall, suggested ‘some modification’ to Churchill’s damning account regarding Mackesy’s perceived inaction, and Churchill’s wife Clementine, on reading the Norway chapters, urged her husband not ‘to give the names of minor generals who have been unlucky, or who have not done well’—particularly ‘the General who was sent to Narvik. He will write to The Times’.30 Gen. Mackesy did not receive any recognition for his efforts and no further active military employment. He retired in 1941 and died in 1956.31

Maj.-Gen. Mackesy was not totally isolated in his decision. One of his senior subordinates, Brig. W. Fraser—commanding the three battalions of Mackesy’s 24th Guards Brigade, of which the Irish Guards were likely to be in the forefront of a seaborne direct assault—was of a similar view:


[A] single machine gun firing down from the glaciers of the re-entrants would pin them down. Their clothes, wet from landing, would freeze on them after sunset.… And if they struggled through the snow to the crest beyond, they would wade into a storm of small arms fire to which they had no reply. They could not manoeuvre in the [deep] snow. The ships guns would be of no avail. As for support weapons of their own, there were none: no medium machine-guns, no H.E. bombs for the 2-inch mortars, no means of moving the 3-inch mortars.32



Gen. Mackesy did not, however, get unequivocal support from his CIGS, an uncomfortable member of the Co-ordination Committee chaired by Churchill. From Ironside’s diary of 17 April:


Mackesy has apparently been faced with very bad snow conditions and extreme cold at night [below zero] and land operations are not feasible for some time. A wire was sent to him in concert with the Admiral as to an immediate landing with the battleship Warspite, so as to capture and occupy the port and then to mop up the available Germans. The Germans are apparently Austrian or Bavarian ski troops. I hope this will come off.33



It was to be left to the historian Piers Mackesy, in a spirited and robust defence of his father following the publication of Churchill’s account in The Gathering Storm, to write a detailed and argued justification of his father’s decisions, rebutting many of the London-viewed assumptions and interferences, and the significant omissions in Churchill’s version.34 For example, regarding the proposed naval bombardment, he observed:


When plans for a general bombardment were discussed on 19 April, it was found that the warships could put one shell into every 400 square yards of the target area, with a total of only 3500 rounds [available]. The Warspite had twenty rounds of H.E. for each 15 inch gun, or one shell for every 6,000 square yards of her allotted target area.35



By the last week in April, Mackesy was being subjected to increasing political and service pressure. From Ironside’s diary entry of 21 April:


At Narvik we have a complete ‘non possumus’ [‘we cannot’] from Mackesy after a reconnaissance.… I should say that a limited objective of the town of Narvik should be possible undercover of the Warspite and other cruisers.36



Ironside’s diary entries of this time also show his frustration with the workings of the Co-ordination Committee, or the ‘Decontamination Committee’, as he privately called it:


Whatever we do, we have to appear in front of Committees to justify the military recommendations we have made. Strategy is directed by odd people who collect odd bits of information. This is discussed quite casually by everyone. When the General Staff puts anything up it has to be justified in front of the wretched Decontamination Committee—composed of civilians, who will not listen to the military arguments, and then leave the details alone. It is a ridiculous situation…

A wire from Mackesy who doesn’t appear to be in the closest liaison with Lord Cork. He appears to have failed utterly and to be in a thoroughly disgruntled state. We shall have to liquidate this affair of Narvik…37



A diary entry on 20 April stated: ‘Mackesy seems to be moving a little.… We have handed over the command of the forces at Narvik to Lord Cork.… Mackesy has not proved a very bold leader’.38 The Committee also appointed Major General Massy as Military Commander-in-Chief, Scandinavia, with responsibility for the movement of troops and the direction of the moves ashore although he was to remain based in London.39

On 24 April, Mackesy was forced to yield and an assault, following a naval bombardment under Lord Cork’s command, was launched against the town of Narvik, itself covered in deep snow. The bombarding force consisted of the battleship Warspite and the cruisers Aurora, Effingham, and Enterprise screened by some nine destroyers, with Hostile, Havock, Hero, and Foxhound screening Warspite.40

A battalion of Irish Guards from Bogen were embarked on the support vessel Invictive, screened by the destroyer Electra, ready to land at Narvik if the bombardment forced the German surrender. Lt-Col. W. B. Faulkner, commanding the Irish Guards, briefed his officers on their part in the assault:


[The] Battalion is going to make an assault landing and capture Narvik. There is only one assault landing craft available, so the first platoon to land will have to maintain itself for half an hour before another platoon can each [sic.] it. The Carrier Platoon will land first. The destroyer Bedouin will take us out on a reconnaissance tomorrow morning.41



Lt H. L. S. Young, who was to command the Carrier Platoon, ‘Twirled his long fair moustache and did his best to look unconcerned and, if anything, pleased to have the interesting experience of being the first man to step ashore.’42

Whether or not the landing took place depended upon the effectiveness of the bombardment in convincing the German garrison to surrender. Would they do so or would they strongly oppose the Guards’ landing? The reconnaissance revealed that the landing was to be via a small pier which the carrier platoon had to cross, before reaching a small hill behind it to cover the landings of the rest of the battalion. The challenge facing Lt Young and his men was to provide this cover, probably in the face of heavy machine gun and mortar fire, for the five hours that it would take to land the battalion.


All the company second-in-command were staying out of the battle. Their hearty ‘Wish I was coming with you’ had the genuine ring of insincerely [sic.].… Lieutenant Young found the strange new politeness of his brother officers particularly ominous.43



It was later discovered that the pier itself was heavily mined, and fellow officers helpfully calculated for Lt Young that there had been sufficient explosive under the pier to have blown him ninety feet into the air.44

On board the bombarding ships, many officers were sceptical that the objective of forcing a surrender or withdrawal to Sweden of the German garrison in Narvik could be achieved. Meredith Dewey, Chaplain on Effingham, and later Dean of Pembroke College in Cambridge, recorded in his diary entry of 23 April:


[Unfortunately] we have no H.E. shells—only anti-ship ones—nor have sea ammunition [sic.] nor landing boats.… Evidently Cork determined to make a noise somehow. Glad to find no intention of sending a landing party which would be machine-gunned on the beach by the Germans—2,000 of them. All seems a bit pointless: no-one can tell whether any Germans in the town or forts or whether they have left for the hills. All hope that we shall make such a horrid noise that even if we do not hit a machine gun—we shan’t fire at the town—the Germans will surrender. Seems little chance of this. But there will undoubtedly be a shindy tomorrow with the Warspite firing 15-inch at 1000 yards range. See that first lesson tomorrow Matins is the Fall of the Walls of Jericho.45



On 24 April, the 15-inch and 6-inch guns of the Warspite, the 6-inch of the Effingham, Enterprise, and Aurora pounded away for three hours. It was to little effect; targets could not be seen under the covering of deep snow and few worthwhile results were obtained. A wireless station was destroyed, together with some sheds and rolling stock in the railway marshalling yards, and a ferry steamer was sunk, but that was about all. The German garrison was not dislodged, despite having received some 150 rounds of 15-inch shells at 1,000 yards’ range from Warspite, plus all the lesser calibre rounds of the other ships. The Irish Guards were disembarked and returned to their quarters. On Effingham, Padre Dewey’s diary records his impression of the day:


Wednesday 24 April. Woken at 4.30am for breakfast and went on deck to see a magnificent sight. Warspite just astern with all 15-inch guns pointing to starboard and nine destroyers on either side. Narvik three miles up the fjord. A tedious five [sic.] hours of bombardment though not as much noise as expected. Orders were to keep below, which I did.… Popped up once though to see the small ship at the pier we had sunk and shells bursting round the railway and behind Narvik. The masts of several large ships could still be seen sticking up out of the water. We did our stuff after Warspite, Aurora and Enterprise had fired. Not a soul to be seen and only one reply from the enemy guns. Prevailing impression after that very little use, and in the Ward Room some aversion to the whole proceedings, it being bound to destroy some homes.46



Gen. Mackesy had been proved right in doubting the effectiveness of a naval-bombardment-led direct assault on Narvik under the prevailing circumstances and conditions, and Churchill, Cork, and the Co-ordination Committee wrong. Arguably it was the Germans who benefited, gaining in confidence as to their ability to hold Narvik, at the failure of the British Navy’s attempt to dislodge them. This growing belief was reinforced by the success of their operations some 400 miles to the south in central Norway, where the Allied and Norwegian forces were on the point of collapse.

In contrast to Churchill’s attempts to micromanage the Norwegian Campaign, Hitler gave Gen. Dietl, Mackesy’s opponent, a relatively free rein, except at times of perceived crisis.47 Such a situation had occurred at Narvik immediately following the crushing defeat of the German destroyers there, when Gen. Dietl’s military force was trapped and cut off by the Allies and Norwegian troops. Hitler demanded that Narvik be evacuated and that Dietl’s forces should withdraw to nearby Sweden and be interned there. Reportedly, General Jodl, Hitler’s Chief of Operations, and other senior staff concerned with the Norwegian Campaign had considered this a premature and panicky decision, given that within a few weeks the Allies would be attacked much nearer to home on the Western Front and the Low Countries, and forced to withdraw from their Scandinavian adventure. In the meantime, Dietl and his men just had to hold on and Hitler’s premature order was not executed.48

Nevertheless, Gen. Dietl still had his doubts, and informed his headquarters that if Narvik could not be held he intended to withdraw eastwards towards Sweden, along the railway.49 In the event, the only tangible effect of the bombardment on German reaction at Narvik, was for Dietl to move some non-combatant troops and sailors, and to move his own headquarters from the top three floors of the Hotel Royal in Narvik to Sildvik, a railway station towards the eastern end of Rombaksfjord. It was becoming apparent that the Norwegian campaign in the north was by now bogged down, and that the struggle to take Narvik was degenerating into a prolonged siege rather than the prompt seizure recommended by Admiral Whitworth on the 15th, and then seized upon by Churchill.

Relations between the Norwegians and the Allies were now becoming strained. The Norwegian overall commander, Gen. Ruge, had become very doubtful of the integrity of the Allies, and their commitment and ability to meet the German onslaught up the Gudbrandsdal and Østerdal in central Norway. The hoped-for material support had not materialised. By the last week in April, his Norwegian troops there were beaten and exhausted and the Allies planning a complete withdrawal from the region. At Narvik, the Norwegian military commander Gen. Fleischer, with his 6th Division moving against Dietl’s outposts north of the town, was also becoming disillusioned at the delays and lack of Allied action.50

Nevertheless, on 24 April, the day of the abortive naval bombardment, Fleisher’s men launched an attack from the north against German positions, in what was planned to be a co-ordinated move with the Allies. One battalion advanced against a commanding hill position at Lapphaugen, held by an estimated 150 German troops. Another battalion circled behind the hill position to take the village of Gratangen, in order to cut off any German line of retreat.51 The severe storm that handicapped the British naval bombardment and hoped-for troop landing also stymied the Norwegian attackers.52 Three foot of snow fell in twenty-four hours. So severe was the weather that it took the ski-equipped Norwegian troops attacking Lapphaugen, between eight and fifteen hours to advance less than 2 miles up a defended rise of between 300 and 1,500 feet.53, 54 On reaching the top, they were too exhausted and lightly armed to take and consolidate the position, and were repulsed by the German defenders by 7 p.m.55 The second battalion succeeded in reaching and taking Gratangen before finding shelter for the night. The next morning, the exhausted and unreinforced Norwegians were strongly counterattacked, and 278 men were killed or captured.56 The survivors were forced to flee back to Norwegian lines. However, the gallant Norwegian assault did convince Dietl to abandon the positions at both Lapphaugen and Gratangen within the next few days.

Although not to be compared with the conditions endured by friend and foe alike serving on the Russian front in the later years of the war, the deep snow and low temperatures in the Narvik region made progress very difficult. From Mackesy’s final report on the operation at his time of command:


Country covered by snow up to four feet and more in depth. Even at sea level there were several feet of snow. Blizzards, heavy snow storms, bitter winds and very low night temperatures were normal. Indeed until the middle of May even those magnificent mountain soldiers, the French Chasseurs Alpins suffered severely from frost bite and snow blindness.57



Even the spring thaw was to prove very trying to the supply administration and the troops on the ground. In a letter to his wife, on 5 May, an officer of the South Wales Borderers wrote:


I have to climb a sheer one thousand feet every morning to some outposts and down again later on. It is gruelling work in the sun. Once atop the snow is waist deep, water melted snow down the mountainsides and it is a hell of a job not to fall in the muck.58



One week later, he wrote:


The snow is melting very rapidly and great torrents of water drop—almost shear [sic.]—down the mountains. The fly season is approaching with mosquitos. Dysentery is what we are afraid of. There is no sanitation during the winter, i.e. nine months, so you can imagine what shows up when the snow disappears.59



Supplying troops strung out across the waters of the area was a particular difficulty at this time:


How the movement of troops and stores from the ships in Harstad and Lavang to the forces spread up and down the fiords proceeded in safety, and without practically any interference was surprising. In one week, as many as 25,000 man-voyages were made in local motor puffers, landing craft, trawlers, small local steamers or destroyers. The harbour-master at Harstad deserves well of us for the work he did in finding craft, organising food and fuel, and reliefs for them, in addition to his work in connection with the unloading of ships at Harstad.60



By the end of April, reinforcements and replenishment were beginning to arrive at Harstad and the supplementary anchorage at Lavang, 12 miles south of Harstad. Air defence from the meagre number of 40-mm Bofors light anti-aircraft guns was considerably enhanced by the arrival of the anti-aircraft cruisers Curlew and Coventry and two sloops.61 However, it was not until 6–7 May that eight 3.7-inch heavy anti-aircraft guns, intended to destroy or at least deter high level bombers, arrived.62 The battleship Resolution replaced Warspite, urgently needed back in the Mediterranean, and took up station west of Lavang. Especially welcome was the arrival of eight landing craft of various types and capability which greatly improved the ability to unload ships and to move guns and heavier equipment across the network of fjords.63

Four battalions of French Chasseurs Alpins arrived on 28 April, to be followed by four battalions of Polish troops and two battalions of the French Foreign Legion, all under the command of Brig.-Gen. Émile Béthouart. This aggressive commander had the invaluable experience of mountain warfare, having undergone a pre-war tour of duty in Norway as attaché to the Norwegian Army.64 The Foreign Legion, who arrived on the luxury liner Monarch of Bermuda on 5 May, were a volatile mix of nationalities and cultures with a formidable fighting reputation. They included among their number a White Russian émigré, in the Legion since 1924, and a female legionnaire who had been recruited as an ambulance driver. In command of this fiery band of troops was Lt-Col. Magrin-Vernerey, who had fought in the trenches and been badly wounded in the First World War. After the fall of France, he adopted the nom-de-guerre of Monclar to avoid possible German reprisals against his family. He relied on firm action, rigid discipline, and a sardonic wit to control his volatile charges.65 When some of his officers grumbled that they were being used in a backwater campaign when France was in danger, he was reputed to have admonished them with:


We have to learn to detach ourselves completely from the glamour of glory. What are my orders? To take Narvik. Why Narvik? For the iron-ore, for the anchovies, for the Norwegians? I haven’t the faintest idea.66



Overall, Béthouart’s battalions, like their British Allies, were of mixed ability and experience. The Chasseurs Alpins were short of pack mules and of experienced skiers. The Polish contingent were very largely made up of new recruits: expatriates living in France and refugees from when their country was overrun seven months earlier. They had left Brest on 23 April and sailed to Greenock, leaving there for Norway and landing at Harstad on 9 May, the day after the Germans invaded Holland. They may have been thirsting for action and revenge, but they were also poorly equipped and lacking in experience, and, although given the impressive title of Chasseurs de Montagne (Mountain Light Infantry), by their own admission the majority had never seen a mountain before.67

In contrast to the growing strength in both men and material of the Allies, their German opponents, trapped on the Narvik peninsula and denied seaborne succour by the Royal Navy, were running very short of supplies, reinforcements, and ammunition. Sweden, striving to maintain its neutral status, had been pressurised by the German government into allowing the passage of medical supplies, winter clothing, and some food and supplies, but adamantly refused to allow the passage of ammunition and Dietl had to rely, weather permitting, on airdrops.68 The general had even greater difficulties with the final distribution of such supplies as he could glean to his front-line men. His railhead supply depot was at Bjørnfell, close to the Swedish border. From there, supplies could be taken by iron-ore railway to Hunndalen, a small township some 15 miles to the east of Narvik, but after there, supply was much more difficult since the ongoing railway line was exposed to observation and gunfire from Allied warships.69

In Britain—following the withdrawal of Allied forces from central Norway in early May and lack of progress in northern Norway, together with fears of an imminent German assault against the Low Countries and northern France that would bring Britain face-to-face with German forces across the narrow Straits of Dover—galvanised public opinion was bringing to a head the growing criticism of the Conservative Government’s handling of the war. The British press and general public were beginning to air their doubts on the conduct of the war. Unrest had been growing. On Sunday 28 April, newspapers accused ministers of complacency and reignited the debate about the decision making and composition of the Cabinet. Two days later, Gen. Ironside pessimistically noted that ‘the general opinion seems to be that the government will fall over this Norwegian affair.’70

Even the Royal Navy, valiantly as it had performed throughout the war, was implicated in this hurtful attack. The Labour Opposition called for a debate on the war situation, which took place on 7 May. It was an angry confrontation, and Chamberlain and his government were bitterly attacked from all sides, including their own backbenchers, former friends, and colleagues.71

Sir Roger Keyes, Conservative Member for Portsmouth West, wearing his full uniform as an Admiral of the Fleet, was a notable critic of the Admiralty for their failure to attempt the direct naval assault on Trondheim, but exempted his friend Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty, from his criticism. Arguably however, the most terminally venomous for Neville Chamberlain, the Prime Minister, was the personal attack of his friend and fellow Birmingham MP Leo Amery, who, to wild cheering from the full House, contemptuously repeated to him Oliver Cromwell’s demand to the Long Parliament—‘You have sat too long here for any good you have been doing. Depart I say, and let us have done with you. In the name of God, go.’

A further scornful and stinging personal attack on Neville Chamberlain came from the Liberal Member of Parliament, Lloyd George, a former wartime Prime Minister of a quarter of a century earlier, after the Prime Minister had appealed for support from his friends in the house:


It is not a question of who are the Prime Minister’s friends.… It is a far bigger issue. The Prime Minister must remember that he has met this formidable foe of ours in peace and in war [Hitler]. He has always been worsted. He is not in a position to appeal on the grounds of friendship. He has appealed for sacrifice. The nation is prepared for every sacrifice so long as it has leadership.… I say solemnly that the Prime Minister should give an example of sacrifice because there is nothing which can contribute more to victory in this war than that he should sacrifice the seals of office.72



The next day, Friday 10 May 1940, Prime Minister Chamberlain resigned. A National Government made up of members from all three main parties was formed, with Winston Churchill as Prime Minister. His post as First Lord of the Admiralty was taken by the Labour member for Sheffield Hillsborough, A. V. Alexander, who had previously held the post in the 1929–1931 Labour administration of Ramsey MacDonald.

Neville Chamberlain, a much-maligned Prime Minister who had striven hard for a peaceful solution to Hitler’s demands, had, unknown to the British public at large, been an increasingly sick man during the later stages of his Premiership. He died of cancer only five months later on 9 November 1940. The following day, with masterly oratory, Winston Churchill paid gracious tribute in the House of Commons to his predecessor, with whom he had often disagreed but, when in office, always supported. His eulogy contained one of his most memorable apt and perceptive views of history: ‘History with its flickering lamp stumbles along the trail of the past, trying to reconstruct its scenes, to revive its echoes and kindle with pale gleams the passion of former days.’73

On the day of Chamberlain’s resignation, 10 May, German troops invaded Holland and Belgium and began their push into northern France. It was against this background of political and national crisis back home that the Allied forces in Norway continued their struggle to take Narvik and, increasingly, to stop the growing challenge of German forces advancing northwards from the Trondheim sector, following the Allied evacuation from central Norway towards Mosjøen, Mo, and Bodø.

To compound the confusion there was, within a few days, to be a wholescale change in the Allied command structure. To summarise the existing structure, in command of all forces in the Narvik area was the Admiral of the Fleet, the Earl of Cork. Subordinate to him, in command of the land forces was Major General P. J. Mackesy. In command of the Allied Forces in Norway outside the Narvik area, and based in London, was Lieutenant General H. R. S. Massy. He, at least notionally, was in command of the Mosjøen, Mo, and Bodø region following the Allied evacuation from central Norway and the Trondheim region. His command responsibilities there ended on 7 May, following the appointment of Lieutenant-General C. J. E Auchinleck as General Officer, C-in-C Designate of the Anglo-French Military Forces and the British Air Component in Northern Norway. Prior to the outbreak of war, Auchinleck had spent the whole of his military career in the Indian Army. In 1938 he was appointed Commander of the Meerut District, near Delhi, on the North-Western Frontier, with the rank of Major-General. In January 1940, he was recalled to Britain to take command of IV Corps, destined for France, and promoted to Lieutenant-General. On 5 May, he was reassigned and appointed, effectively GOC-in-C (general officer commanding-in-chief), of all military operations in Northern Norway. Considering the military and civil situation and the circumstances, he was given a formidable list of objectives and duties and an outline of likely enemy actions and responses, in greatly detailed orders signed by Oliver Stanley, the then Secretary of State for War.74

Briefly, these stated:


1. The object of His Majesty’s Government in Northern Norway is to secure and maintain a base in Northern Norway from which we can:-

(a) Deny iron ore supplies to Germany via Narvik

(b) Interfere as far as may be possible with ore supplies to Germany via Lulea

(c) Preserve a part of Norway as a seat of Government for the Norwegian King and Government



There followed a long list of clauses and amplifications, the more significant of which can be summarised thusly:


2. As a first stage in the achievement of this objective, operations are now in progress for the capture of Narvik…

3. …there should be no interference with the existing plans of Lord Cork and Orrery until they have either achieved success or been abandoned…

5. You should take into account the necessity for making arrangements to enable any iron ore at Narvik to be dispatched to the United Kingdom, and, if the situation permits, for resuming the supply of iron ore from the Swedish iron mines at Gallivare [sic.]. Your report should include recommendations as the practicality and desirability of repairing the railway from Narvik to the Swedish frontier

7. When you have taken over command it is intended to withdraw Maj.-Gen. Mackesy and the staff of the 49th Divisional H.Q, less such personnel as you may wish to retain.

10. You will act in co-operation with the Norwegian Commander-in-Chief.

11. You will maintain constant communication with the War Office.75



Auchinleck was to be appointed saviour, Mackesy was already the predetermined scapegoat. Fortunately for Auchinleck, his orders did not also call for him to abolish all sin in Northern Narvik.

The schedule set out for Auchinleck shows how out of touch the War Office, and indeed the Allied Governments, were on the realities of the rapidly deteriorating Allied position, facing the growing strength of the German advance from the south. Auchinleck was to be in command for just four weeks: he took over on Saturday 11 May, and the Allies finally abandoned their Norwegian adventure on Friday 7 June. The period coincided with the German overrunning of the Low Countries, the Battle for France, and the British Expeditionary Forces retreat and evacuation from Dunkirk. Every decision regarding the Norwegian situation during these four weeks was to be governed by the happenings in Flanders, Paris, and London.

As the concomitant situation in the Low Countries and Northern France became increasingly critical, Auchinleck’s schedule simplified. In essence, his tasks were to be reduced to a tidying-up operation—politically and militarily—to capture Narvik, destroy its ore loading facilities, and get the Allied forces evacuated back to France and Britain as quickly as possible, with minimum further embarrassment to the Allied Governments and adverse world opinion. Norway was not to be consulted or informed, and its troops and inhabitants left swinging in the wind of German occupation.


12

Arrival of the RAF at Bardufoss and Assault on Bjerkvik

By the end of April, the air attacks of Allied shipping and land forces was increasing dramatically. Following the evacuation from central Norway, the Luftwaffe was not only able to move to airfields nearer the Narvik sector, but also to introduce the more deadly Stuka dive-bombers to reinforce its high-level bombers. From Gen. Mackesy:


Throughout the period the enemy was active in the air and carried out numerous attacks of varying intensity and duration against H.M. Ships and other vessels in the area … attacks on ships off Narvik were a daily occurrence.… On the whole however, except for the damage to shipping, which was considerable little harm was caused to Harstad by these attacks and casualties were few. The effect on the morale of the troops and civil population however was considerable.1



For the sailors on the warships being targeted, there was nowhere to run or hide. For Signals P.O. B. Witkowski, serving on the Polish destroyer ORP Błyskawica off Narvik, it was a matter of grin and bear it:


We were guarding a tunnel through which the Germans were entering Narvik. We fired frequently into the tunnel to keep the Germans out.… Then one fine morning the Germans opened fire with larger guns and we were hit several times. Damage was slight and there were no casualties. Then the [German] airforce took over [sic.] and we were bombed at frequent intervals.… The aeroplanes flew very high, about 5000 feet, out of range of our gunfire. But we managed to avoid the bombs … and so we survived. We were relieved by ORP Grom.2



Others found that, on occasion, their fears turned into farce and laughter. From the diary of Lt A. Ewing:


When I went up on the bridge after lunch, there were shouts from the 0.5inch gun deck ‘Aircraft in sight!’ The signalman looked and said ‘Yes, Sir, there it is.’ So I asked him what sort it was—he thought it had floats—‘Yes Sir, a seaplane.’ When I looked I found it was an eagle. A huge bird just planning along and as I watched, it was set on by fighters in the form of seagulls chasing it astern in the approved style.3



For some seamen, it all became too much. From Capt. L. H. K. ‘Turtle’ Hamilton, the commanding officer of the cruised Aurora, writing of the period:


Personally I enjoyed my time there immensely, we kept on the move as there were no reliefs, and Aurora is today doing her 51st consecutive day under weigh with no leave or let up for the sailors… I find it’s the men between decks who get jumpy, but the majority of them get to the stage where they could sleep through a raid at their medical or repair stations. I only had one case of a young supply P.O. who cracked and went into the sick bay.4



The Petty Officer later returned to his post. It is a wonder that more men did not ‘crack up’ under the strain:


[On 7 May] a surprise attack by Heinkel 111s caught the cruiser Aurora in a narrow neck of the fiord where she had no room to manoeuvre. One of the bombs ripped open a turret like a sardine tin. Aurora steamed out to sea to bury her dead.5



Lt Meredith Dewey, chaplain of the cruiser Effingham, visited the wounded of Aurora on 8 May: ‘seven marines from a gun turret hit by a bomb. Seven killed out of [a gun crew] of nineteen.’6

The Luftwaffe’s efforts had been rewarded, perhaps somewhat luckily, on 5 May, when the Grom was sunk by a stick of six bombs dropped from 17,000 feet. At this early stage of the war, high level bombing was not proving to be very accurate, but two of the bombs struck Grom—the ship broke in two and sank in two minutes. Although lifeboats from the cruiser Aurora and destroyers Faulkner and Bedouin were quickly on the scene, fifty-nine of Grom’s crew were killed and another twenty-four injured, out of a crew of 180. The injured and survivors were transferred initially to the battleship Resolution and then to the hospital ship Atlantis and destroyer Burza. The transfer of the Grom’s wounded and survivors from Resolution to Burza was emotional. Lt Tumaniszwili has written how:


In the meantime the lines were being dropped and we were shoving off. The officers and crew of H.M.S. Resolution were standing to attention and suddenly we heard the Polish National Anthem played by the battleship band. I felt a lump in my throat and had to clinch my lips to stop my unmanly sobbing. Looking round I saw some men with tears running down their cheeks. Burza was slowly and majestically leaving its friends. Friends who were paying their respects to those who perished. We were all under a magical spell at that moment and I was sure our hearts were beating so loud that they could be heard a thousand miles away in Poland. The last chords of the ‘Dabrowski Mazurka’ died away. The spell was broken by the loud shouts of the battleship crew ‘Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!’ We responded shouting ‘Niech zyje Royal Navy! Niech zyje Wielka Brytanja’ [Long live the Royal Navy! Long live Great Britain]. Now some distance away, we could hear the melody of the ‘Beer Barrel Polka’, [the popular wartime song ‘Roll out the Barrel’], one of the most popular tunes among the British sailors. The brisk winds of the fast moving destroyer swept away the remaining emotions and unmanly tears.7



There was little that the RAF and FAA could do. From their distant UK bases, the RAF could not supply either bomber or fighter support at the level needed, and the FAA, with its few aircraft, was unable to maintain the necessary continuity of cover from its two aircraft carriers standing offshore. The problem was well understood. From the reminiscences of the Fleet Gunnery Officer:


At no time did we expect effective air support, or criticise the R.A.F. Bomber or Fighter Commands’ efforts. Our bombers operating from Kinloss had a 600 mile flight over the sea, no time to look around for the correct targets, and a reduced bomb load as extra fuel was needed. The courageous attempt to provide fighter cover from the frozen lake in April, and the fighters flying from improvised airfields in the Narvik area, were inspiring.8



Without Norwegian airfields, the FAA and RAF did their best. With their obsolete Skua, Swordfish, and Gladiator aircraft, they carried the fight to the Luftwaffe in an attempt to reduce their depredations. C. Friend, a midshipman observer, was posted to the RNAS at Halston in the Orkneys to form, with midshipman pilot A. S. Griffiths, a replacement crew for a Skua of 801 Squadron. The pair were sent to Ark Royal and then moved to offshore Harstad, to carry out their first operation:


Griffiths and I were ‘tail end Charlie’ of a flight of six Skuas … sent off to bomb a frozen lake which they were using as an aerodrome. We had, under our wings … eight one hundred pound anti-submarine bombs which, like depth charges, were hydrostatically fused to explode under water at a pre-set depth. Some of the other Skuas carried a single larger bomb.… We were also all armed with ammunition for the four front guns and the Vickers K in the rear cockpit.

The flight bombed the lake in line astern. The ice split satisfactorily into large slabs. The aircraft parked on it slid into the water. As we—‘tail end Charlie’—pulled up from our dive some tracer bullets came up past us. Griffiths said ‘Someone’s firing at us—lets go back and fire at him’ and then turned to dive back, firing the machine guns at a machine-gun position on the edge of the lake. Then, inviting me to have a go, he flew back low past it while I fired half a pan of bullets at it too. We had no idea whether we had hit anything or anybody, but it was pleasing to see the Germans running for shelter as we made our dive at them. They did man their gun to fire back at us as I was shooting but they did not hit us. I had no sense of dangerous conflict as we were doing this.9



The German air activity by now was becoming so difficult that Admiral Forbes, C-in-C, Home Fleet, was to write a paper ‘Notes on Allied Operations in Narvik Area.’10 His report made three main points. Firstly, that the threat from enemy airpower had become so great that the catastrophe that had occurred in central Norway could be repeated. Secondly, he pointed out that there were four aerodromes in the northern sector, and set out his desirable requirements for their use: Bardufoss (two squadrons of Hurricanes); Skaanland (one squadron of Hurricanes); Banak, at Porsangerfjord (one fighter, two bomber squadrons); and Vadsø, at Varangerfjord (one fighter and one bomber squadron). His third point was that a considerable reinforcement of anti-aircraft guns was urgently needed. He gave as an example the situation at the main base at Harstad. The buildings there were all of wood, packed full of stores and equipment. The anti-aircraft protection was four 3.7-inch guns, and there were no fire-fighting appliances.11

In London, the concerns about German air activity in the Narvik area were finally accepted, and it was agreed to put ashore RAF fighters and bombers onto airfields on Norwegian soil. Wg Cdr R. L. R. Atcherley had been ordered to Norway at the end of April to survey for suitable sites.12 Meanwhile, the proposed RAF contingent—two fighter and one bomber squadrons, under the command of Grp Capt. M.M. Moore—was made ready.13 Carriers transporting the shore-based fighters would be sent to fly off the aircraft as soon as a landing strip was ready.14 Immediately upon arrival, Wg Cdr Atcherley presented his credentials and orders to the Allied Military and Naval Commanders.15 He found Gen. Mackesy:


[Functioning] imperturbably in the wreckage of the bombed Grand Hotel. He was very nice to me, promising to see that I was helped to the limit or beyond. The next thing was to present my credentials to the noble earl, Admiral of the Fleet, who was Commander-in-Chief of the combined forces around Narvik.… The C-in-C called me ‘my boy’ almost straight away, listening to me with the deceivingly blank look which a single eye-glass is apt to produce, and then to all practical intent just threw his resources at me. Of course, of course, I could have flying boat, pinnacle, tug, barges—a destroyer if I needed it. In any difficulty I was to call on the Royal Navy.16



The next day, accompanied by a Royal Engineer Colonel and a small staff, Atcherley began a survey of likely sites. Banak, at the head of Porsangerfjord, was a possible bomber base. It was not snowbound, but lay some 200 miles north-east of Narvik, which would involve a heavy commitment and drain on naval resources in trying to protect seaborne communications and bring in supplies. For the fighters, two bases appeared to have potential. Bardufoss, about 50 miles north of Narvik, while not suitable for immediate use, had development possibilities. It was on an existing military airfield, but had only two short runways and the nearest point for seaborne supplies was at Sørreisa, 18 miles from Bardufoss. Sørreisa had only a small wooden jetty and a narrow lane, which would need strengthening and widening, linked it to the airfield. The best other possible fighter airfield was at Skaanland, south of Harstad, where there was a partially drained stretch of level ground.17

The development of both the proposed fighter bases was to present formidable construction, political and logistical problems. Bardufoss was covered by 4.5 feet of snow and Skaanland by 2 feet, which covered a thick layer of ice. Snow clearance had to be undertaken, followed by blasting of ice, drainage of the site, and surface heavy rolling. The spring thaw was a hindrance rather than a help, since the melting heaps of cleared snow reflooded the cleared and rolled surfaces.18 Wg Cdr Atcherley was initially to find relationships with the Norwegian authorities difficult. Even in the middle of war, they were extremely sensitive to any interference with civilian liberties or property in the battle area, such control being their prerogative, even if they did not choose to exercise it.19 On Friday 3 May, two days after landing in Norway, Atcherley managed to secure a meeting with Gen. Fleisher, the Norwegian military commander in the north of the country, at his headquarters at Shoevesian. Conveyed there by destroyer, he was kept waiting for twenty minutes before the General could see him.20 The meeting was anything but cordial:


The General … was not at all happy … with the R.A.F. messing about with the Bardufoss site.… He wanted, he said, certain guarantees in writing before he consented—that the British planes and pilots—if they did appear—would not be withdrawn from the country without his consent.… The General had just heard of our Aandalsnes and Namsos evacuations.… Naturally he was absolutely furious.… My protestations of the purity of my own, my Command’s and Britain’s intentions made no impression whatever on the General. He wanted his written guarantees: In addition … troops in the line to relieve his own; supplies of guns, trucks, tanks, ammunition, stores, all in vast and—to me—staggering quantities. I tried to reason with him. I pointed out that as a mere Wing Commander of the R.A.F. I had no power to give any such guarantees, written or verbal. At the end of about forty minutes I made quite an impassioned appeal. And General Fleischer gave tentative sanction for the use of the Bardufossfield.21



There was, however, a qualification: an immediate meeting of the General’s Chief of Staff with the Allied C–in-C, Lord Cork, in order to submit the General’s requirements and obtain the necessary assurances and written guarantees:


I thought it extremely unlikely that our C-in-C would agree to a quarter of them, let alone agree to them in writing … with the Norwegian C.S.O. aboard the destroyer, we went back to Harstad and the flagship. By now it was late at night. Inflicting such a spot of bother on the Admiral so close to midnight did not seem very politic, especially if he happened to have turned in, but the matter was urgent. I saw his Lordship’s secretary … [who] said the Admiral was still stirring, and that at no time was there ever a fitter occasion for tackling him.… All the same, I wasn’t going to let the Norwegian General’s representative place the demands before the C-in-C without giving the latter time to think things out beforehand.… I went in to see the C-in-C alone [leaving the Norwegian C.S.O. to the wardroom beguilements].

If anything could have rescued me from the inferiority complex the [Norwegian] General’s treatment had imbued me with … it was the calm way the Admiral listened to my yarn. Leaning back in his chair, with that seemingly blank look I’ve told you of, he heard me out with scarcely a murmur. Then, chucking up his monacle [sic.] and catching it in his eye, he said—‘Let’s try the chap with some whisky.’22



The Wg Cdr returned to the wardroom to find the Norwegian soldier happily enjoying traditional naval hospitality, and presently both were called in to see the C-in-C:


The moment that the Norwegian soldier saw the Admiral his mission went completely adrift. Nothing could have been happier, said the Admiral’s manner, than the timely visit of the C.S.O. He was just the very man he had been wanting to see.23



The Norwegian emissary was poured a large whisky and the C-in-C poured out the charm:


It was well after midnight before the General’s envoy floated, as it were, out of the Admiral’s room … nothing about written guarantees. From the first minute or two of the interview he hadn’t even thought … anything about them. All he knew was that the C-in-C thought him and his General the grandest of fellows, and that they would have all the help the C-in-C could possibly give them. Before we parted, the C.S.O. gave me his General’s apologies.… The General was sorry that he had treated me so cavalierly. But I wasn’t to blame him too severely; he had been labouring under a great emotional stress, his mind filled with thoughts of his beleaguered troops in the south.24



Next morning, the Wg Cdr, Royal Engineer Col., and Gen. Fleisher’s C.S.O., now attached to assist the project, went by destroyer to Sørreisa to make a start on the monumental task of turning Bardufoss into a formidable fighter base. From Atcherley’s estimate: ‘The immediate problem, as I saw it, was to procure the labour and the implements for shifting some 1,404,000 cubic feet of snow and a possible 234,000 cubic feet of adamantite ice’.25

With the ready help of one ‘Ericcson’, a port official at Sørreisa, sufficient local labour was engaged to provide some 300 men on each of two ten-hour shifts, and General Fleischer provided 500 men, withdrawn from fighting into reserve, to give assistance and provide protection against any German overland assault. The target for the provision of a useable airfield was mid-May.26

For protection against air attack until such time as the RAF fighters arrived, Bardufoss had to rely on its anti-aircraft guns. The first 40-mm/2-pounder Bofors light A.A. guns had been installed by 7 May. At 5 p.m. on 8 May, Major R. V. Hoskins received the verbal orders:


A.A. guns urgently required at Bardufoss, where an airfield is being prepared by Norwegian labourers. Proceed with half 193 Battery—four guns and half battery transport, plus tractors [Matador towing vehicles] from Scots Guards to Sorreissa [sic.] per S.S. Margot. Lieutenant Simpson, Royal Engineers, to accompany party. Jetty at Sorreisa [sic.] considered unfit for heavy weights and the bridge between jetty and Bardufoss road not strong enough for heavy traffic, therefore land east of these on a suitable beach.27



The troops and guns under Maj. Hoskins, complete with half the battery’s transport, tractors, four 3.7-inch guns, ammunition, and fourteen days’ rations, embarked at 11 p.m. for the six-hour sea journey to Sørreisa. The off-loading of all the cargo was completed using Margot’s winches, operated by a gunner who proved able to operate them by 6 a.m. the next day. The Matador tractors, lorries, guns, ammunition, and equipment were manhandled off the vessel and onto the rough road leading to the gun site. The first gun was in position at 7 p.m. and all four guns were in position and ready for action by 4 p.m. on 14 May.28 Food, desperately short at the airfield was also delivered to the labour force there. Eventually the airfield was to be covered by eight 3.7-inch and twelve 40-mm Bofors guns.

In a very short time (considering the enormity of the task) Bardufoss airfield was made serviceable. It had a single runway of some 800 yards, eventually extended to 1,400 yards; twenty camouflaged blast-proof shelters for parking aircraft in the surrounding woodland; a control room; accommodation; and a serviceable road to Sørreisa. Bardufoss was ready to receive aircraft and the first squadron of Gladiators were flown off the carrier Furious, replacing the Ark Royal at 6 a.m. on 21 May, although other sources claim it was at 2 or 3 a.m.29 It was not to be an auspicious start for the RAF.

The eighteen fighters were from the reconstituted No. 263 Squadron, still led by the redoubtable Sqn Ldr J. W. ‘Baldy’ Donaldson, which had served so gallantly on the ill-fated frozen Lake Lesjaskog airfield nearly a month earlier. The weather at take-off and throughout the flight to Bardufoss was foul:30


It was 3 a.m. when the first section took off in that queer Norwegian night-hour daylight. Baldy himself led his batch of four, with an R.N. Swordfish to show him the way. Except for the grave urgency, I don’t suppose the weather conditions prevailing would have been chanced. Visibility was poor, not more than three hundred yards, and ragged clouds trailed frayed clouds [sic.] at a hundred feet.… Still, the second lot got off at 03.10 hours. This batch came to grief … this second lot was led by its’ [sic.] Swordfish slap into a mist covered mountain, a peak of thirty-three hundred feet on Senga Island north of Soreisa [sic.]. It seems they were bang up against the mountain wall before they saw it.31



Three planes were lost. The Swordfish’s two-man crew survived, as did one Gladiator pilot who managed to free himself from his plane as it tumbled down the mountainside. From the account of that pilot, Sqn Ldr S Mills:


We pressed on, climbed to 1500 feet and, then, in the appalling conditions, there were three crashes almost simultaneously. The Swordfish hit a mountainside, but the crew escaped. Richards flew into the face of a mountain and was killed. My Gladiator hit 2000 feet up a mountain and at once burst into flames; I was able to get out. Francis, alone, got away with it and, with a remarkable piece of navigation, eventually made Bardufoss.

I was taken, with Richards, whose body was a terrible sight in a motor boat to Harstad where he was buried. I was then moved, under medical escort, to Tromso [sic.] and later evacuated in the cruiser Devonshire, with the King of Norway and Parliament and a consignment of gold.32



As the weather cleared, the remaining aircraft were able to safely make the flight to Bardufoss. They very quickly settled in and the next day, 22 May, the sixteen remaining aircraft carried out over fifty sorties towards Harstad, Sørreisa and Salangen.33 Day after day, weather permitting, the Gladiators, gradually reducing in number from combat losses or cannibalism if damaged beyond repair, took on the Luftwaffe. Despite their markedly inferior speed, they shot down planes and broke up enemy bomber formations, using a combination of dogfight tactics and superior manoeuvrability.


A lot of work was falling on our maintenance staff. The field was a paradise compared with Lesjeskogen [sic.], but it was still only an extemporisation… As time went on the surface exposed by the removal of the snow and ice began to powder… The maintenance squads already had the devil’s own job to get their stores and replacement stuff up to the field. Apart from anything else, the Squadron would need a million rounds of small arm ammunition and half a million gallons of aviation spirit… all this stuff had to be transported from small fiord vessels—‘puffers’.34



By the beginning of June, some ten days after their arrival, No. 263 Squadron of the RAF was down to ten Gladiators and had run out of ammunition.

The Gladiators were not, however, the only RAF fighters to operate out of Bardufoss. A second squadron, No. 46, flying the modern frontline Hurricane fighter, under the command of Sqn Ldr K. B. B. Cross (later ACM Sir Kenneth Cross) were embarked for Norway on the carrier Glorious. They arrived off Norway on 21 May to find that Bardufoss was not ready to receive them. The carrier, with her eighteen Hurricanes on board, refuelled and was back at a point sixty miles off the Norwegian coast on 26 May, ready to fly off the fighters. From Sqn Ldr Cross:


[The] Commander Engineer himself took charge and despite a flat calm whacked the old Glorious up to the fastest she had been for years—30.7 knots! I had the doubtful honour of taking the first one off and, of course, we needn’t have worried for the old Hurricane simply leapt off and I was joined by the rest of the boys and we set off for Norway.35



Landfall, however, was not Bardufoss—it was Skaanland:


The so-called aerodrome consisted of a strip of marsh on the edge of a fiord—which had been drained and covered with matting and wire netting. Of course, it would not stand the weight of the Hurricanes and after a couple of minor accidents we evacuated it and went to another one [Bardufoss] carved out of the forests and solid rock about sixty miles away. Even this was a bit tricky, but by constant care the boys never broke a thing.36



However inadequate the resources, the presence of the RAF and FAA fighters did significantly reduce the activities and effectiveness of the Luftwaffe and its dominating presence in the minds of the troops and sailors. Not that the bombing did not have some benefits—from the diary entry of 6 May of the then Lt A. Ewing serving on the destroyer Imogen, written after a bombing attack: ‘We got some beautiful cod in the forenoon which had been killed by the bombs exploding, about a dozen averaging ten ponds [sic.] each, so it did some good for us’.37

With Bardufoss airfield not yet operational, there was little that the RAF or FAA could do to fend off the Luftwaffe. On land, however, thanks to Mackesy’s insistence upon a steady, if politically unacceptable, build-up of forces in the north, the Allies were in a strong position.

Although the Germans were still in possession of Narvik and its peninsula, their position was by no means secure, and their difficulties with command and control were as fraught as that of the Allies. Their relieving force from the south was still some 200 miles distant and their troop numbers in beleaguered Narvik were being whittled away.

On 14 May, a token force of sixty-six German paratroops, all that could be mustered, was sent to Narvik. On 15 May, Gen. Nikolaus von Falkenhorst, in overall command of the German Norwegian Campaign, asked Berlin for a parachute battalion to be sent to reinforce Narvik, arguing that the operation to relieve Narvik from the south would be pointless if Narvik were abandoned or lost.38 He considered it necessary to maintain a foothold in northern Norway for political prestige reasons, as well as to tie down British and French land and sea forces. As it was, during the remainder of the month and the first week of June some 1,050 men—paratroops, mountain infantry, and specialist units—were sent by air to Narvik. Like the Allies, the Germans were also reportedly in some command and administrative disarray at this time, with plans being made to evacuate the crews of the destroyers lost on 10 and 13 April via neutral Sweden as ‘shipwrecked sailors.39 Permission for this was eventually granted by the Swedes on 19 May, but by this time Dietl, who had earlier described the sailors as ‘useless for combat and a danger to our troops’, changed his mind and the order was rescinded. He now considered the shipwrecked sailors as indispensable for the movement of supplies and transfer of equipment.40

On the Allied side, there were also reduction and replacement problems, particularly for the Navy, from late April onwards. Inspired by German successes in Poland, Denmark, and Norway, Italy’s fascist leader Mussolini was becoming increasingly belligerent and thought likely to opportunistically enter the war on Germany’s side, threatening Egypt and the Suez Canal. It was therefore considered necessary to begin reinforcing the Mediterranean Fleet, even at the expense of the Norwegian Campaign. In his memoirs, Admiral Cunningham, C-in-C of the Mediterranean Fleet, recalls receiving a letter from Sir Dudley Pound, the First Sea Lord, dated 29 April; this stated:


The Admiralty were attempting to scratch up some sort of fleet for the Eastern Mediterranean. With all our commitments at home calling for more and more ships I thought is an act of considerable courage.41



The battleship Warspite and aircraft carriers Glorious and Ark Royal had only been temporarily withdrawn from the Mediterranean in early April, specifically for the Norwegian Campaign. Now Warspite, after her dominating presence and contribution in the Second Battle of Narvik, was ordered back.42 Twenty-five years old, and having cut her teeth in the First World War Battle of Jutland, she was still arguably the fastest battleship in the Royal Navy, having had undergone a major rebuild just prior to the outbreak of the war. She was to prove to be a match for the new Italian battleships later in the war.43 On 24 April, she left Norwegian waters and was replaced by another First-World-War-era battleship, the slow and unmodernised (and hence more expendable) Resolution. Other ships, including the anti-aircraft cruiser Carlisle, seventeen destroyers, and two sloops, were to follow in mid-May.44

The greatest concern in the Admiralty, however, was over the growing threat on the Western Front to the Low Countries and France, and the real possibility of a direct German assault, and even invasion, of Great Britain. Ships were withdrawn from Norwegian waters as they returned to the United Kingdom for repair and replenishment, and diverted to the South and Eastern coasts of Britain. Following the evacuation from central Norway, the cruisers Galatea and Arethusa were withdrawn on 7 May to Sheerness in the Thames Estuary, and eight destroyers diverted to Harwich. This was followed by three destroyers to the Humber on 18 May and the cruisers Manchester and Sheffield, also to the Humber, on 26 May.45

Lord Cork was now under increasing pressure, with almost daily urgings from Winston Churchill and the War Cabinet in London, to capture Narvik quickly. However, on the other hand, the stubborn insistence of his military commander, General Mackesy, was for a steady build-up of forces and the avoidance of any perceived precipitant action. Lord Cork’s first hurdle had occurred when, immediately upon his arrival with his warships following the German defeats and losses of the Narvik sea battles of 10 and 13 April, he had unilaterally decided on a direct assault upon the town using the 350 Scots Guards being carried on the cruiser Southampton. This had come to naught.

Lord Cork had then proposed a frontal bombardment on Narvik, to be followed up by the landing of the battalion of Irish Guards to consolidate the capture and occupation of the town. This was opposed, realistically, by Gen. Mackesy, his senior commanders, and even Captain L. E. H. Maund, Cork’s own chief of Staff.46 It would have been suicidal. The plan was modified so that, after the naval bombardment on 24 April, the Irish Guards would only attempt an unopposed landing if the bombardment had produced an enemy surrender or their withdrawal from the town. It had done neither, and the Irish guards were returned to their quarters.

On 3 May, Lord Cork made a third attempt to organise an attack to take Narvik, scheduled for 8 May. Mackesy, supported by his action Brigade Commander, Lt-Col. T. B. Trappes-Lomax, replacing the wounded Brig. W. Fraser, was against the proposal.47 On 4 May, Trappes-Lomax was ordered to make a reconnaissance of proposed landing sites. Only four landing craft were available, and only four sites were found which had sufficiently deep water against a rocky shore to allow deeper draught ‘puffers’ to land platoon-strength guardsmen, and these were on the eastern side of the Narvik peninsula that would entail a long observed approach, with the in-transit troops exposed to machine-gun and mortar fire.48 The absence of air cover, a not yet operational Bardufoss, and the flat trajectory of naval gun fire made retaliatory defensive action militarily impossible or suicidal. It was thought necessary to have a rethink, a view supported by the battalion commanders of both the Scots and Irish Guards and Capt. Maund.

An exasperated Lord Cork forwarded their views and a report to London for their consideration, meanwhile postponing the planned attack. The Chamberlain-led Cabinet, under political as well as military pressure, were undecided, acknowledging that the military view could not lightly be put aside, but hedged, pressing Lord Cork for his opinion as to the best course of action.49

Frustrated and impatient with the military in general and Gen. Mackesy in particular, on the evening of 7 May, Cork proposed to London that he anchor his battleship Resolution within fifty yards of Narvik pier ‘in order to get over the soldiers’ aversion to exposing men in boats to machine gun fire […] Her bulk at that range would scare enemy troops while her guns would blast them to Hades.’50

The War Cabinet, that day facing the House of Commons on the critical debate on the conduct of the war following the evacuation from central Norway, was desperate for success in the north of that country, but equally fearful of further embarrassment, and reportedly told Lord Cork that the Government would support him in taking any risks that he considered necessary. The politicians left themselves room for manoeuvre, by the proviso that the Resolution be anchored and not beached, and that maximum protection from fighters and anti-aircraft ships was provided.51

It had not yet dawned on the more traditional naval viewpoint that battleships had become dinosaurs in this new age of power; formidable in form and the delivery of destruction, but vulnerable to the violence of determined attack from the air. In the event, Resolution was used, unanchored, on bombarding support of the troops attacking Bjerkvik, but had to return to Britain afterwards on 18 May for repairs, after a bomb had penetrated three of her decks before exploding.

Lord Cork decided to await the arrival of Gen. Auchinleck, the newly appointed Military Commander, who had left for Norway on the Polish liner Chrobry on 7 May, arriving in Harstad on 11 May. He found Mackesy had assembled a formidable force for him to inherit, of mainly French, Polish, and Norwegian troops in the Narvik area, viz:


1)One battalion Chasseurs Alpins and the 2nd Battalion South Wales Borderers on the Ankenes Peninsula in touch with enemy detachments, but not yet in possession of Ankenes itself.

2)Two battalions of the Foreign Legion and one battalion of the Polish contingent holding the area Bjerkvik–Oifjord, and in contact with the enemy to the eastward.

3)One battalion Chasseurs Alpins to the north of the Foreign Legion, having advanced from the direction of Gratangen, and in contact with enemy elements about Hartvigvand.

4)The Norwegian 6th Div., consisting of five battalions of infantry and a small number of mountain guns, under General Fleischer, to the north and east of the Chasseurs Alpins, and in touch with the enemy in the Graesdalen valley and to the east of it.

5)A battalion of Chasseurs Alpins near Gratangen.

6)A Polish battalion near Harstad, another at Ballangen on the south shore of Olotfjord, and a third at Salangen.



In the Mo-Bodø area, the disposition of British troops was:


1)1st Battalion Scots Guards (less one company) and one Independent Company (see Appendix I) at Mo, plus one troop of four 25-pounder field guns, and one troop of four light (Bofors) anti-aircraft guns.

2)In the Bodø area, one company Scots Guards and three Independent Companies.

3)1st Battalion Irish guards en route on troopship Chrobry.52



On arrival at Harstad, Auchinleck lunched with Mackesy and then met up with Lord Cork on his flagship cruiser Effingham, at anchorage at Skaanland. The admiral was preparing for departure the following morning, 13 May, to observe and direct the landing by French troops at Bjerkvik, the planned stepping stone for the revised assault on Narvik itself.

Auchinleck, in contrast to Mackesy, immediately struck up a working rapport with the Admiral, who set out the position as he saw it in the Northern sector. The Admiral did not consider the town of Narvik to have any military value; everything of potential use for the loading of iron ore had already been destroyed by the enemy, and the harbour was so blocked with sunken ships and wreckage that it would take some months to clear a passage and berths. He did however accept the political need to recapture it. Controversially, he also stated:


I feel it would be hopeless to attempt it with British troops. However devotedly the duty might be carried out, the necessary optimism to ensure success would be lacking. This is not meant as a reflection on anybody; to go into any trial of strength believing you are foredoomed to failure is halfway to that result.53



It must have made uncomfortable listening for Auchinleck, who then returned with Lord Cork in the Effingham to Harstad, where a conference took place to discuss plans for operations around Bodø and Mo, to the south, where the Germans were pressing to relieve their Narvik garrison. Owing to ill-health, Mackesy was not present:


During the course of the conference I came to the conclusion that, apparently for personal reasons, relations between Lord Cork and Major General Mackesy were not of a nature to ensure whole-hearted co-operation between the two services, and I decided that it was necessary for me to supersede Major General Mackesy there and then. I informed Lord Cork of my decision and he approved of it. I then gave verbal orders to Brigadier Fraser that he was to proceed at once with the 1st Battalion Irish Guards and other troops to Bodo [sic.] and not Mo and that he was to hold Bodo [sic.] permanently and Mo for as long as he could… On land from H.M.S. Effingham I at once informed Major General Mackesy of the action I had taken and my reasons for taking it. I wish to make it clear that throughout my dealings with Major General Mackesy I found him uniformly helpful and informative. In fact, many of my subsequent actions were based on information and advice received from him.54



Auchinleck and Mackesy were old acquaintances, having been at Staff College Queta together, so that the effectively sacking of Mackesy ‘recalled to London for consultation with Gen. Dill, the Vice C.I.G.S.’ must have been painful for both men. Maj.-Gen. Mackesy was retired and never had another active command.

With the twin tasks before him of capturing Narvik, via Bjerkvik, and the desperate need to check the advance northwards from Trondheim of the Germans, Auchinleck decided, as a policy in agreement with Lord Cork, to use the British troops in operations in the south. Mackesy, in his final report, was keen to point out that he had been partly in agreement with Auchinleck’s plan:


I instituted arrangements for reinforcing the detachment [of 1st Battalion Scots Guards, less one company already at Bodø, with field and anti-aircraft guns] at Mo with headquarters 24 Guards Brigade and 1st Battalion Irish Guards. Before these arrangements were completed and put into effect [they were subsequently modified] I handed over command to my successor.55



The attack on Bjerkvik, the stepping stone for the attack on Narvik, therefore involved no British troops. It was entrusted to a mixed force of French (mainly Foreign Legion), Norwegian, and Polish troops. The seaborne assault was to be combined with an overland attack by Norwegian forces under Gen. Fleischer, and French and Polish troops. A simultaneous sea and land assault was the plan: an overland attack by Norwegian and French troops from the Gratangen area, and an advance along the left flank by Norwegians supported by a medley of aircraft improvised as bombers. The assaults were initially scheduled for 11–12 May, but the main seaborne assault had to be postponed for twenty-four hours. The Norwegian 6th Brigade left flank attack could not be halted in time, and pressed on alone. In the course of the next two days, the Norwegians advanced in deep snow to occupy the dominating and tactically important 3,000-foot Kuberg Plateau.56

The seaborne assault took place on 12–13 May, with the powerful escorting and bombarding naval force assembling near Ballangen at 9 p.m. on 12 May where it embarked the two battalions of Foreign Legion troops; their tanks, armaments, and equipment distributed between the ships for the 20-mile passage to Bjerkvik. The operation was to be covered by aircraft from the offshore Ark Royal.57

The military commander for the operation, Gen. Béthouart, sailed with Lord Cork on his flagship cruiser Effingham together with the newly arrived Auchinleck, who was ‘present in the capacity of an observer’. The battleship Resolution carried five 13.5-ton Hotchkiss H39 French light tanks on her decks, together with two motor landing craft to transport the troops ashore. Proposals for the off-loading of these five tanks into a landing craft via the Resolution’s crane led to a dispute, which at its height seemed to threaten the whole operation, and was the cause of some delay. Capt. L. E. H. Maund, Chief of Lord Cork’s staff, reported:


To ensure that there would be no misunderstanding about the plan, a meeting had been arranged … between the staff and officers of the Foreign Legion and General Bethouard [sic.] … but before the meeting had gone far a serious situation had developed, at least so it appeared to the British onlookers. From what the Foreign Legion had to say the plan was quite unworkable, and criticisms, ejaculations, impossibilities simply poured out … I began to think a mutiny would break out if the plan was ever to put into execution. However, the meeting gradually came to an end—that is, the vehemence of the talk subsided. No fresh decisions were reached, and good-hearted friendly talk began. I asked an officer of the Foreign Legion what was going to happen ‘Ah, it is all very difficult’ he replied ‘we are used to travelling on camels across the desert and here you give us boats, and we have to cross water. It is very difficult but,’—he added with a rock of his head, ‘it will be all right. I think so’.58



The remainder of the naval task force consisted of the cruiser Aurora to give extra bombarding power, and the destroyers Havelock, Fame, Somali, Basilisk, and Wren. In addition, the fleet repair ship Vindictive and the net layer/boom vessel Protector, two trawlers, and seven assorted landing craft were attached.

The short-lived touch of spleen displayed by some of their officers did nothing to dispel the admiration of Auchinleck and the sailors accompanying them for Foreign Legion troops. Chaplain Meredith Dewey, on Effingham, recorded:


Embarked quantities of French Foreign Legion troops with their officers who inspire the ship with great confidence. Very tough chaps but not unshaven rascals the films lead us to believe, certainly very amiable and civil. Many Belgians among them as well as other nationalities. Had long talks with them on deck: story that they receive one sous a day ordinarily and 1/6d a day here only if they survive, paid on returning—untrue. A curiously pungent smell of French tobacco pervades the ship.59



While on the destroyer Havelock, Lt Mosse noted:


Then came the assault upon Bjerkvik. At nine o’clock in the evening we began the approach through Ofotfiord and into Herjangsfiord. Havelock led the way, with Fame to starboard and Somali to port. We arrived at our bombarding position shortly before midnight, but there was still some daylight. Behind us were tank and armoured landing craft, and the Aurora, Protector, Effingham and Vindictive, all packed with British, [sic.] French and Polish troops. On our fo’castle a small detachment of Foreign Legion had mounted trench mortars and these opened fire as we closed the beach. The enemy offered some resistance with light weapons and some machine gun bullets flattened against our windscreen. All ships put up a terrific bombardment and our troops had little trouble once they got ashore. In the background, silhouetted against the snow, was the mighty Resolution and her escorts Basilisk and Wren. It must have been a forbidding sight to the enemy ashore.60



With the ships in position, the bombardment of shore targets began in broad daylight at midnight. It was anticipated that it would only last for some fifteen minutes, but German machine guns kept up return fire and the bombardment continued until the landing boats were due to go ashore. The value of the naval bombardment is debatable since the targets were difficult to both locate and permanently silence; Capt. Stevens of the Havelock explained:


Enemy machine gun posts were immediately, but only temporarily, silenced by a few rounds of 4.7-inch shell. These posts were heavily concealed and probably equipped with light automatic guns, which could be lowered and raised as easily as a rifle.61



Despite the bombardment, the Germans kept up their fire:


The Havelock received sixty seven machine gun hits on her side, and the press photographer, when in the act of photographing the captain, got a bullet through his camera.62



The early stages of the bombardment concentrated on targets—houses and woods—close to the shoreline where the troops would first land. The effect must have been both terrifying and tragic for the small Bjerkvik community. From Meredith Dewey’s diary:


Bombarded Hun machine guns which fired back at the ships. Landed tanks in M.L.C. and French troops afterwards. Apparently successful, but sight of an old man frantically waving a white flag with a little girl running down the shore from his burning house made a lasting impression upon the sailors’ mind [sic.].63



At Olvo, when the landings commenced, the bombarding ships shifted their fire to targets further inland, in preparation for the landings of the second wave of French troops. One of their officers, Capitaine P.O. Lapie, was to record from the deck of the Invictive:


An extraordinary sight greeted us.… Facing us, a line of snowy mountains rose abruptly against a sky heavy with low clouds. At their feet lay the village of Bjerkvik. Some houses were on fire. A munition dump had blown up … immediately to our right, about a mile away the scattered houses of Meby stood out. At 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 building of the [military] camp at Elvegaard.

After the bombardment, the sea a high tide, became dotted with small boats full of men from the 1st Battalion moving into the assault of Bjerkvik. A boat made an attempt to land but failed and moved away to the left.… Another boat, making for the wharf on the right, found it either mined or destroyed and also went back in the direction of Hangen [sic.]. The whole action of the first components of the 1st Battalion which should have been frontal was diverted towards the left. The gigantic form of Boyers-Resses, commandant [equivalent to Major in the British Army] of the 1st Battalion could be seen standing up in a boat regardless of the bullets spattering the water, bawling out his orders in a stentorian voice.64



The plan had called for the three tanks carried by Resolution to be landed first to deal with any remaining machine guns still firing, but the unaccustomed unloading took so long that this was not the case. Nevertheless, it was the tanks which silenced the machine guns. Capitaine Lapie was to describe the landed tanks as: ‘frisking about like young puppies, firing all the time.’65

Meanwhile, the 2nd Battalion of Legion troops, finding the machine gun opposition at their designated landing point too heavy, had come ashore about half a mile to the south east, on the road to Oyfjord, and attacked the former Norwegian regimental depot at Elvegaard. Supported by their tanks, they took the depot, together with a large quantity of machine guns and other material. Gen. Béthouart, perhaps anticipating greater German opposition, had sent for two companies of the 2nd Battalion of the Polish Battalion’s reserve or reinforcement, and arranged for destroyers to fetch them from Bogen inlet. Instead, the Polish troops set out overnight, on foot through deep snow, and marched the fifteen miles to their designated position, approaching Bjerkvik from the west.66, 67 Capitaine Lapie observed their approach:


‘Who are those fellows over there?’ demanded the Colonel. ‘Are they mad?’ In columns of threes four hundred yards from the enemy. And where the hell have they come from?’

From the west, from the direction of Bogen and Hangen [sic.], a long column of men, with a colonel in khaki, came marching, like a chorus in a revue. A motor cycle set off to meet them. They were the Polish troops, who had landed at Bogen, and marched twenty miles [sic.] with machine guns on their backs. Their flank, on the mountainside, had been guarded by Norwegian skiers, which, to a certain extent, excused their close formation. In any case they had met nobody.68



However, progress was slow, with actions to the north where the Chasseurs Alpins were due to clear the line of the Gratangen–Bjerkvik road, and it was not until 1.45 p.m. on the next day, 14 May, that a joining was made.69 On the Bjerkvik–Oyfjord road, a German company, made up of naval personnel from their destroyers sunk at Narvik between 10–13 April, abandoned its position before coming under fire, allowing French troops to occupy Oyfjord by the end of the day, but the delay in the Gratangen–Elvenes–Bjerkvik road area allowed other German troops time and opportunity to withdraw to the south-west. Allied losses incurred in the taking of Bjerkvik, and its environs were thirty-six casualties. Gen. Auchinleck reported favourably on the conduct of the successful operation, although only in an observer capacity and in measured terms:


[Express] my admiration for the way in which the whole operation was conceived and effected by all concerned. I was particularly struck by the business-like efficiency of the French Foreign Legion which carried out the landing. That the landing was not interfered with by enemy aircraft was almost certainly due to the fortunate weather conditions prevailing at the time. At this period there were no land-based aircraft available in Norway with which to counter enemy attacks and a bombing raid may well have turned the operation from a success into a failure.70



During the days that followed the capture of Bjerkvik, General Auchinleck encouraged and entrusted Gens Béthouart and Fleischer, commanding Norwegian troops on the eastern flank, to continue their co-ordinated advances, over difficult terrain, against the Germans to the north of Rombaksfjord and south of Beisfjord. The Polish troops of the Independent Podhalanska Rifle Brigade, also under the command of Gen. Béthouart, were ordered on 16 May to take up defensive positions on the Ankenes Peninsula, all in preparation for the final assault on Narvik by French, Norwegian and Polish troops.71


13

Threat from the South

To recapitulate the position of the British troops in the Narvik region following Lord Cork’s abortive attempts to take Narvik by naval bombardment, prior to the appointment of Lt-Gen. Auchinleck as overall military commander in the region, Maj.-Gen. Mackesy continued his steady build up for an overland assault and had started to position his three British battalions accordingly.1 The Irish Guards were taken by sea to positions at the Bogen inlet on the north side of Ofotfjord, some 10 miles from Narvik but thirty miles by road and ferry. The South Wales Borderers were at Skaanland, about twice the Irish Guards’ distances from Narvik. The movement of these two battalions had been completed by 19 April.2 The Irish Guards’ first acquaintance with the Chasseurs Alpins at Bogen on 26 April was enlightening:


During the afternoon a large Seine barge, very low in the water, came slowly to the shore. A short fat man wearing a large beret jumped ashore. [He] Announced that he was Quartermaster of the Chasseurs and had brought an advanced party with essential stores. The Frenchmen then began to roll ashore many casks of wine.3



On 28 April, more Chasseurs landed at Bogen, and on the southern shore of the Gratangen fjord. The Scots Guards battalion was divided: one half at Sjøvegan to support Norwegian forces operating in that area, north of Narvik; and the other half held in reserve at Harstad. The Scots Guards had little involvement in Gen. Mackesy’s build-up, and had been ashore for nearly a month without making any measurable impact.4 Opinion within the battalion might be summarised as ‘we might just as well be back in London.’5

One difficulty that the Scots Guards faced was a complete lack of transport. The Battalion’s own lorries and Bren-gun carriers had been loaded onto a different ship to that carrying the men, and they had been diverted to Tromsø, some 90 miles to the north:6


[They were] not seen again for three weeks. However, useful employment was found for the drivers in unloading ships. The pioneers who came in the same vessel [as the troops] with this object in view had been sent straight back to England, apparently on the grounds that they were not expected, and the carrier crews, armed with Bren guns, acted as anti-aircraft protection to the local fishing boats—‘Puffers’—used in the fiords.7



By 21 April, the congestion at Harstad was still so great that Mackesy ordered the Pioneer Corp labour force, some 1,141 men, to be sent back home in the ship which had just brought them. There was simply nowhere to accommodate them. The Irish Guards were also in dire need of transport; they received their lorries in time to push them into the sea, unused, for want of cargo space at the final withdrawal from Norway.8 Despite congestion and disorganisation at base, the steady build-up of Allied troops into Northern Norway continued in late April and early May, such that the projected total might exceed 30,000 men and then ‘might justify the employment of a Corps Commander.’9 It had therefore been resolved by the Chief of Staff in London on 28 April to send out Lt-Gen. C. J. E. Auchinleck at once, in the belief or hope that such an appointment might speed up the military offensive.

Meanwhile, the South Wales Borderers landed on the Ankenes peninsula south of Narvik on 30 April and made some progress, only for the red-tabbed brigade commander Brig. W. Fraser to be spotted by the Germans and wounded while carrying out a personal reconnaissance. Command of the Guards Brigade then passed to Lt-Col. T. B. Trappes-Lomax, commanding officer of the Scots Guards battalion.10 The Irish Guards remained effectively in reserve for the next fortnight, covering the roads to Narvik.

The Norwegian forces were reinforced and reorganised into two brigades, one with three battalions of infantry and a battery of mountain guns, and the other two with two battalions, a mountain battery, and a motorised battery.11 The former brigade struck eastwards through the mountains to attack the German right flank defences. It proved difficult going and the Germans fought hard, such that it took until 10 May to achieve gains of some five miles. The latter Norwegian brigade, reinforced by two French companies of Chasseurs Alpins, commenced a thrust from Elvenes up the Labergal towards Bjerkvik.

The German threat from the south now facing the Allied forces in northern Norway stemmed from a strategic misjudgement by Gen. Carton de Wiart regarding the possibility of a fighting withdrawal northwards towards Mosjøen, rather than have his beleaguered British and French troops evacuated from Namsos. He stated:


It was suggested that I should retire to Moesjen [sic.], about one hundred miles to the north of Namsos. I knew the road to be covered in deep snow and impassable for infantry, and I could see no point in the move and wired the War Office to that effect. Meanwhile I sent Peter Fleming and Martin Lindsay to reconnoitre the route in a car and they took twelve hours to cover forty miles. I believe the War Office considered me very unenterprising for opposing their suggestion, but I felt at that moment the move only looked feasible on the maps.12



The notion of any fighting withdrawal northwards towards Mosjøen was simply not considered feasible by Carton de Wiart and he opposed any suggestion that a party of ski-equipped Chasseurs Alpins should be sent to Mosjøen to secure it. He also chose not to involve any Norwegians in any blocking of the route, for fear of alerting them to the awaited evacuation of his troops.13

Lt-Gen. Massy on the other hand (Maj.-Gen. Carton de Wiart’s superior, based in London but in overall command of all the troops in Central Norway), was keen on blocking the route north at Mosjøen and engaging in a fighting withdrawal northwards. Indeed, he saw it as a springboard for bringing Allied forces southwards from northern Norway and renewing the attempt to take Trondheim. It was a view shared by the French.14

The importance of this operation (blocking Mosjøen) was strongly stressed in several telegrams from the London Headquarters, but its feasibility could only be left to the judgement of the man on the spot. In this case, an error of judgement was made.15

Despite Carton de Wiart’s lack of enthusiasm for his troops to engage in a fighting withdrawal northwards rather than be evacuated from Namsos, there was strong evidence that an advance northward by the Germans to relieve their garrison at Narvik would be possible. Not only were Norwegian forces moving supplies overland, but a Norwegian battalion based on Mosjøen had been moved south to Grong on 21 April and moved back again with no great difficulty along the same route early in May, a journey some 130 miles by rail and a further 35 miles by road, using a shuttle service of lorries, over a stretch of high ground where a railway bridge needed completion.16

Accordingly, the War Office in London had taken the precaution of dispatching a party of 100 French Chasseurs Alpins, plus a small two-gun Bofors detachment of British troops by sea to Mosjøen in the destroyer Janus during the night of 30 April. At the same time, ‘C’ Company of Scots Guards had been sent in the destroyer Ardent from Harstad to Mo, some 45 miles north of Mosjøen, to forestall any possible attempt by the Germans to land paratroops there.17 A few days later, some 300 men of the newly constituted 1st Independent Company had been landed at Mosjøen in the transport Ulster Prince to replace the Chasseurs Alpins and to reinforce the British and Norwegian forces in the Mosjøen–Mo region.18

An Indian Army officer, Capt. J. Prendergast, a volunteer in the 1st Independent Company, was to write of their arrival at Mosjøen:19


We arrived at last on the morning of 9th May, the day before the German invasion of France began, at Mosjoen [sic.] which was no more than a small collection of wooden houses round the fishing port with its’ [sic.] wooden jetty. No sooner were we off than a regiment [sic.] of Chassuers Alpins [sic.] embarked on our ship. They were small men in a hurry and we learned later that they had been recalled to collapsing France.20



Three more Independent Companies went to Norway in the following days, two to Mosjøen (Nos 4 and 5) in the Ulster Prince together with Col. Gubbins, and one to consolidate their possession of Bodø (No. 3) in the Royal Scotsman on 9 May. The last Independent Company, (No. 2) arrived at Bodø on 13–14 May in the Royal Ulsterman, escorted by the destroyer Matabele.21

Earlier, Lord Cork was so concerned at the potential German threat to consolidate their possession of Narvik by an approach from the south, that on 4 May he had asked the Admiralty to explain:


The general policy regarding Bodo [sic.], Mo and Mosjoen [sic.] … [as] it seems most important to hold in force the Mo road leading north [but] it appears the forces being sent are hardly adequate for this purpose, and with such weak detachments in the air another naval commitment comes into being.22



The Admiralty replied the next day:


[It] was not possible to maintain large forces in the face of enemy air superiority well in advance of established fighter aerodrome, that Bodo [sic.] was the only place south of Narvik where such could be established, that small parties only would be maintained at Mo and Mosjoen [sic.] with the object of obstructing enemy advance and to prevent landings by sea and air.23



The soldiers on the ground also had their doubts on their adequacy for holding the Mo road against a powerful enemy force advancing north. Capt. Prendergast wrote:


In the afternoon Colonel Gubbins … ordered me to take fifty men of No. 5 Company down the road to a given line indicated on a small-scale outline tourist map, printed on paper and guaranteed to get soggy in the snow. On this line I was to delay the northern advance of the German armies. A similar force, under Bill Somerville, a tough and resourceful Scot, was to go down the local railway line which led nowhere and destroy it’s [sic.] one bridge. Major Harrison, a more senior officer from the Gurkas [sic.] and Gubbin’s [sic.] personal adviser, told us that Gubbins, having little confidence in the T.A. officers, had put us Indian Army officers in command for these special tasks. It was the only thing possible under the circumstances for we were by comparison battle-tried veterans.… What on earth would happen to this patently untried body of men, if the crack Jaegers, leading the German Army were to come suddenly round the bend?24



The German Army that they were to face was indeed formidable. It consisted of two battalions of their 2nd Mountain Division, under the command of Generalleutnant V. Feurstein, augmented by a company of mountain artillery, a further company of mountain infantry, plus a platoon of engineers.25 Other elements of the 2nd Mountain Division were en route to Trondheim, and motorised units were to be added as they became available.

The German assault had commenced on 2–4 May, and the Independent Companies soon found themselves in a rapidly changing and confused situation. Capt. Prendergast was afraid of being caught with his men in the open:


[I decided to] go back some two miles to the favourable [defensive] spot that I had seen. I felt that if we cut across a spur we could shorten the distance to, say, a mere mile. I simply was not prepared to be caught on the road by a far better trained, specialist mountain force. We set off across the spur. Step by step the snow became increasingly difficult … I realised that the snow was beginning to freeze on top in the evening air, after thawing earlier in the day. It had a strong, dry crust of ice that was still quite thin and with every step one broke through with a loud crack. Then it was difficult to extricate or lift one’s foot up and out and over to take the next step … I led the party [forward] in single file … and in spite of the cold I poured with sweat.

After many hours we crossed the spur. All the time I was torn with remorse. We should have gone back by road as it would have taken less than an hour. However, as we had seen no sign of German flank skirmishers, I did nothing, they had passed us, so I had not misjudged the situation entirely. On top of the spur, the road could not be seen through the trees. The men were so exhausted that we had to halt every few yards for them to close up. Fortunately when persuasion and even cursing seemed unable to get another yard out of the party, we came in sight of the place I had chosen.

The road had been cut in a shallow dog-leg angle under a cliff which was unscalable [sic.]. Immediately on the other side of the road was a small deep reservoir with a film of ice on it.26



Prendergast then described the setting up and execution of an ambush that would not have been out of place in his former stamping ground on the North-West Frontier:


A body of men who moved along the dog-leg would not be able to get out either right or left. They would be trapped and my half-trained troops would be at an advantage.… There was a handful of Norwegian Territorials, dark against the snow on the other side of the dip. We signalled and waved and I sent my interpreter forward to avoid the danger of being shot at for we were coming from the direction of the Germans. Soon I made a plan with the young Norwegian officer. I put two light machine guns [Bren] and a few men to fire down one length of the dog leg and a similar party on the other, placing a second lot at road level at the head of the trap for maximum effect of grazing fire. The remainder of the riflemen I placed in echelon along the top of the cliff, to fire down into the ambush.… There was a heavier Norwegian machine-gun, a very useful weapon, which by arrangement with their officer I placed to fire down the far bank of the reservoir. This was necessary because … the Germans would in time work round the water…27



The British and Norwegian troops spent a cold and uncomfortable night in their positions.


Dawn broke. I had great difficulty in keeping the men quiet, and noise and chatter kept rising only to be hushed up.… Suddenly and silently, two by two, German cyclists came round the bend and along the road into my trap … they were riding exactly abreast and equally spaced. All was going well and there was deathly quiet. I counted the well-drilled couples as they came in two-by-two. They were going right up to the head of the trap and I had counted sixty already. I gave the order to fire. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Every single cyclist was cut down in a second.… Not believing they were all dead, I ordered the men along the ridge to continue firing in case some of the cyclists were shamming death, but it was all over in a few moments. I had learned my art in a far country and I had brought it to perfection here.

Much later, heavy fire was opened upon us from the high spur over which we had come. I decided to withdraw at once for we were badly overlooked.… The young Norwegian officer was hit because he stood up but … his men brought him down to join us.… I tried to move up to higher ground … and sent a light automatic [Bren gun] up the slope, but the soldier slipped and slithered, his pale face snarling with the effort. I saw all his bad teeth and felt a wave of pity … saw it was no good and ordered a complete withdrawal. As the men filed past me a sergeant shouted out, ‘You hung on too long, sir’. I did not reply—it was so unexpected, but I should have called him aside and pinned his ears back. I felt that perhaps Territorials were a bit outspoken with their own officers, but I was surprised. There were more than sixty dead and not one of us hit. What did the sergeant expect? Did he think he was on a picnic?28



From 7 and 8 May onwards, the German pressure had increased. The Norwegian rear guard actions were weakening and, by 9 May, they and the newly arrived Independent Companies were being forced into gradual withdrawal, and, while still trying to harass and hinder the German advance, were gradually falling back towards Mo and Bodø. Then, on 10 May, the Germans launched Operation Wildente, a daring tactical masterstroke which completely outmanoeuvred the British and Norwegians.29

A crew made up from the German destroyers still at Trondheim manned the Norwegian vessel Nord-Norge and took 300 German troops by sea through the Inner Leads to land at Hemnesberget, some fifteen miles west of Mo, where the route between Mosjøen and Mo could be cut. By the time the only available British warships, the cruiser Calcutta and the destroyer Zulu, arrived on the scene, the German troops had been landed and reinforced by a further forty troops, with mortars and machine guns, who had landed from two Dornier seaplanes. Although the Nord-Norge was sunk before her stores could be landed, the German troops were ashore and able to drive out the company strength and lightly armed Allied troops opposing them, securing the township. They also effectively cut off the line of retreat, and Col. Gubbins was forced to evacuate his men in small locally secured boats and retire northwards.

Maj. F. R. Paterson, commanding No. 4 Independent Company, gives an insight into the confusion of the retirement around this period.30 His men had been setting up store and ammunition dumps:


I came back to my H.Q. ready for lunch when Colonel Gubbins turned up in a ‘flap’. I was ordered to take up a defensive position some two miles south of Mosjoen [sic.] to cover [the] withdrawal of No. 5 Company who had been engaged with the enemy. The Norse troops were in retreat and the situation was very uncertain; lorries were being sent for my men … nothing was clear over the situation.… Set up defensive positions.… The orders were to hold the position for half an hour after the rear elements of No. 5 Company had passed through and then withdraw to Elsfiord, covered by 3 Platoon at Mosjoen [sic.]. No. 5 started to withdraw in about half an hour after we had taken up these positions. They were not being followed up, the enemy being some five miles away. Norse troops had been retiring all the time since we went into position. They were all riflemen. No L.M.G.s or mortars. No. 5 Company were tired.… They came back in good order, and one party had had a good fight, killing seventy or so German bicyclists who fell into a trap laid by one of the Indian Army officers.… Then a message ‘Hold for another two hours’.… Shortly before the two hours were up I was ordered to take up another position about a mile north of Mosjoen [sic.] and to cooperate with the Norse troops there.… I went back to recce the position where some sixty or so Norse riflemen were lounging about. No sooner had I arrived and explained with my interpreter what I proposed, than a Norse officer ordered his men to withdraw, which they did before my men had arrived. We held this position for about an hour and then withdrew in [locally procured] buses, trucks and lorries. It was now getting dusk, about 11.30pm, and cold. Snow started falling.…

Passing Advance HQ … given instructions that instead of withdrawing to Elsfiord we were to get into a defensive position around the quay at Mosjoen [sic.] where Colonel Gubbins was trying to get a steamer to take both 4 and 5 Companies off. I can’t remember if I knew then[that] the Germans had landed at Hemnes in our rear … right into the middle of a platoon from No. 1 Company. There were about 300 Germans aboard.31



During this period, 10–12 May, several events and initiatives were occurring simultaneously both in Northern Europe and in Northern Norway. In the former, German forces had invaded Holland on 10 May and were making their usual rapid progress, threatening France with occupation and Britain with invasion from across the 20-mile-wide English Channel. The Netherlands was nearer to London and Paris than Norway and Narvik and, inevitably and understandably, from then onwards the Campaign in Norway became of far less importance—almost a side-show to the Allies.

By 11 May, Mosjøen was in German hands and the Independent Companies and their Norwegian ally troops forced to retire; the Independent Companies by land and sea to Sandnessjøen, some 45 miles from Mo. The remaining Scots Guard battalion troops embarked for Mo on the morning of 11 May to reinforce the retiring Allied troops.32

Mo was selected as a defensive position where a determined stand would be made to halt the German advance northwards. Norway narrowed there to where their fjords reached to within seventeen miles of the Swedish border: the Germans would therefore be forced to concentrate their attack on a narrow front, unless they chose to flout Swedish neutrality. The drawbacks to the Mo position were the narrow fjords which gave naval vessels little room for manoeuvre during air attack, so that supplies and reinforcements would have to be landed at Rognan at the head of Saltdal Fjord, then 80 miles by road to Mo. The position was also susceptible to outflanking attacks by German ski troops swooping down from the surrounding high ground.33

Seeing the continuing deteriorating situation, on the afternoon of 11 May Lord Cork had ordered the destroyers Jackal and Javelin to proceed to Mo, get in touch with Col. Gubbins and help him ‘establish himself.’34 On the way, the destroyers met up with a small convoy carrying the remaining Scots Guards—the cruiser Enterprise, destroyer Hesperus, sloop Fleetwood and the transport Margot. Between them, the ship carried three companies of Scots Guards, about 450 men; four 25-pounder field guns; and four Bofors 40-mm anti-aircraft guns, all heading for Mo. One company had gone to Bodø on 30 April–1 May.

The convoy was joined by the anti-aircraft cruiser Cairo to give additional anti-aircraft protection. The troops were landed at Mo by 8.00 a.m. on 12 May, with orders to hold Mo at all costs, and with food supplies for fourteen days. This almost certainly consisted in the main of hard tack biscuits and tinned corned (bully) beef. Later in the war, Auchinleck wrote: ‘It is extraordinary how long the belief that men can remain fit on bully beef and biscuits has survived. Throughout history army food has usually been chosen because it is portable rather than palatable.’35 It was still a staple in the field during the author’s National Service days in the mid-1950s.

The situation around Mo which so concerned both the Norwegians and the Allied High Commands was to become dire when the Germans began a renewed assault. They had a reconnaissance battalion, an engineering battalion, a company of motorcycle troops, a mortar battery, and a platoon of tanks. This force probably totalled some 6,000 men in the Mo area.36 Once the Scots Guards were ashore, the bombing began. Unfortunately, the Margot had collided with, and badly damaged, the small quay before unloading the four 25-pounder guns. Being bombed, her captain was unwilling to stay for the estimated three hours that it would take for the quay to be usable for unloading the guns. However, ‘The Gunner Battery Sergeant Major bet her Captain a bottle of whisky that they could do it in an hour, and he agreed to wait. They did it in thirty-five minutes and he got two bottles.’37

Following an exhausting forced march with weapons and personal equipment, the Battalion took up positions some seven miles from Hemnesberget.

After conferring with Lt-Col. Trappes-Lomax, commanding the 1st Battalion Scots Guards, and the newly appointed Norwegian area commander, Lt-Col. Rocher Neilsen, Brigadier Fraser formed the view that the Mo position would soon become untenable, since the Royal Navy would be unable to guarantee regular reinforcement and replenishment because of the German air domination.38 The alternative land communication was over a poor mountainous road above the snow line, which would again be dominated by the Luftwaffe. Lt-Col. Trappes-Lomax was of the view that he would require another battalion of troops if he was to hold Mo against German attacks.39

Despite Auchinleck’s decisiveness and the firmness of his orders, he had his doubts as to the outcome. In a personal letter of 13 May to Gen. Dill, the Vice CIGS in London, he confided:


I am a little anxious about the situation at Mo and as to the chance of stabilisation at Bodo [sic.]. There is no doubt whatever that the enemy bombers, if unmolested, can offset the value of sea power in these narrow waters, and that they can make the maintenance of small forces almost impossible unless we provide an adequate counter in the air and on the ground. I know that you know this well enough, and I hope that the War Cabinet realise it too. I hope to have fighter aircraft in the air on or about May 20.40



Meanwhile, the Jackal and Javelin had arrived at Sandnessjøen in the early hours of 12 May, and found Gubbins and his men ready and waiting to go on to Bodø. Jackal took the Colonel and 100 of his men, while Javelin escorted the remainder being carried by local steamer by an alternative route. All arrived safely at Bodø at midday, where Jackal left the Independent Company men with several thousand rounds of small arms ammunition and two months’ rations.41

General Auchinleck did not expect much from the Independent Companies, as confided to Gen. Gill. ‘To be a successful guerrilla you must, I think, be a guerrilla in your own country, not in someone else’s. I now propose to coalesce [sic.] them into a unit of light infantry under Gubbins and to put them under the commander, 24th Infantry Brigade.’42 He was also concerned about the War Office’s views on the ‘desirability’ of holding Bodø. ‘In my humble opinion it is not a question of “desirability” but of sheer necessity. I hope that you will agree, for if Bodo [sic.] goes I cannot long be responsible for Narvik.’43

General Auchinleck stated:


It was necessary, therefore, to check this advance and it appeared to me that it was essential to hold the port of Bodo [sic.] so as to ensure adequate depth in defence and because it was the only port available for use as an advanced base which still remained to us, Mo being already threatened by enemy forces in the immediate proximity. I therefore decided that an adequate force must be established in the area.44



Brig. Fraser was to command the enlarged Bodø force, containing virtually all the British troops remaining in the Narvik region; the 24th Guards Brigade consisting of the 1st Battalion Scots Guards (Lt-Col. T. B. Trappes-Lomax), 1st Battalion Irish Guards (Lt-Col. W. B. Faulkner); plus the five Independent Companies (Col. C. McV. Gubbins). He also had, with the Scots Guards company already in the area, the troop of four 25-pounder artillery and the troop of four Bofors anti-aircraft guns. Brig. Fraser was given a firm mandate from Auchinleck:


I gave verbal orders to Brigadier Fraser that he was to proceed at once with 1st Battalion Irish Guards and other troops to Bodo [sic.] and not to Mo and that he was to hold Bodo [sic.] permanently and Mo for as long as he could.45



In the event, the wounded Brig. Fraser was found by a convened medical board to be insufficiently recovered from the wound received earlier and was ordered home, leaving for Scapa Flow on the damaged destroyer Somali.46 In his place, Colonel Gubbins was promoted to command ‘Bodø Force’, and follow the orders given to Fraser: ‘To deny the area Bodo-Saltdalen [sic.] permanently to the enemy, to work southwards and to get in touch with Mo if he could, but in any event to hold Bodø [sic.].’47

The Scots Guards, after their gruelling march, took up defensive positions against likely attack from the Hemnes/Finneid direction. Fires were impossible owing to the risk of giving away their positions, and to the bitter cold of the Arctic night was added a steady flow of snow, which melted as it fell:


The night of 12–13 May was undisturbed, but was one of the most miserable spent in Norway. The men were exhausted from the bucketing [sic.] they had received on the voyage, from the forced march and from the labour of digging, or building log defences where the rock made digging impossible. They had neither sleeping bags or blankets, nor hot food.48



An attack from Finneid against Hemnesberget had been attempted by the Germans on 11 May, but had been repulsed by Norwegian troops, who then drove back the enemy.49 An attempt to recapture Hemnesberget was considered when the Scots Guards arrived, but Trappes-Lomax decided to await the expected Irish Guard support, and set up a defensive position at Stein, where the road skirts the fjord between Finneid and Mo. The possibility of a major German attack from Hemnesberget to the north side of Ranfjord and attack Mo from the west was covered by Norwegian reserve troops evacuated earlier from Mosjoen.50 The Germans renewed their attack in the late afternoon of 15 May. After about four hours, it had become clear that the Guards position could not be held and tactical withdrawals began, with bridges blown to slow the German advance.51

From this point onwards, the communication and understanding of orders from the various commanders—Lt-Gen. Auchinleck, overall Commanding General at his headquarters 180 miles away in Harstad; Brig. Fraser, in command of forces in the Bodø–Mo region, until his replacement on 15 May by the now Brig. Gubbins at Bo, 130 miles away from Mo, where Lt-Col. Trappes-Lomax was in command of the 1st Battalion Scots Guards in contact with the enemy—becomes confused and contradictory.

More alarmingly, by the morning of 17 May, it was becoming clear that the whole Allied front in Northern France was in considerable disarray, although it was unclear whether the German primary objective was Paris or the Channel Coast; the latter aimed at entrapping the BEF, the Belgian army, and large parts of the French Army in an encircled pocket against the English Channel. Either way, the situation there was becoming critical and no more reinforcements could be spared for Norway.52

Within a week, Norway had become an expensive sideshow, with Lord Cork and Gen. Auchinleck left to manage the situation in Northern Norway as best they could with what they had.


PART V

Abandonment of the Campaign


14

Retreat and Evacuation from Mo–Bodø Region

By mid-May the whole direction, and indeed any continuation, of the Norwegian Campaign was suddenly to be turned on its head by events and the rapidly deteriorating Allied position in northern France. In Norway, in order to halt the threatening German advance from the south, Auchinleck had ordered up more reinforcements.1 The Irish Guards and South Wales Borderers were withdrawn from their positions for immediate relocation to Mo–Bodø region on the morning of 13 May. The Polish Carpathian Brigade took over the Ankenes peninsula and, from around the fjords, the units of the 24th Brigade converged for redeployment.2 Orders were to sail at four-hour intervals. The Irish Guards, accompanied by Brigade HQ, a troop of 3rd Hussars and their tanks, some anti-aircraft (Bofors) guns and military stores, sailed in the Polish liner Chobry; and the South Wales Borderers in the cruiser Effingham.3, 4 The Irish Guards had experienced difficulties and delays in loading their equipment, ammunition, and weapons, but finally received clearance to sail at 6 p.m. on 14 May. The Chobry was escorted by the destroyer Wolverine and the sloop Stork.

Lt-Col. Faulkner, commanding the Irish Guards, confided to his senior officers once they were underway:


I have no information at all. I do not know whether our landing will be opposed or not, but I think it will be pretty sticky, particularly if the German aircraft spot us. We will land about four o’clock.5



The CO’s concern about the air threat was to prove all too correct. It was also to be his last meeting with his officers. At midnight, three German Heinkels found and bombed Chobry in Vestfjord, when still some 30 miles short of her destination.6 One bomb exploded amidships where all the senior officers of the battalion were lodged. Lt-Col. Faulkner, his second in command, the Adjutant, three of his company commanders, and three guardsmen were all killed. Another of the company commanders was mortally wounded, and two senior officers were badly injured. A major fire broke out, effectively separating the men housed forward and the remaining officers housed aft. The fire ignited stacked ammunition, threatening an immediate explosion.7

Regiment Sergeant-Major J. Stack and his fellow senior NCOs got the men up onto the foredeck from below, with the RSM ordering them to ‘Get on parade—face that way’ and a sergeant bellowing ‘Take care of those rifles, they are Government property’. Order was very quickly achieved, with NCOs bullying and cajoling the men, and their padre, Father ‘Pop’ Cavanagh, blessing and giving comfort where it was most needed.8

Rear Admiral Burke, the Convoy Commodore on Wolverine wrote:


The calm courage shown by the troops can hardly—if ever—have been surpassed … 300 or more were collected on the forecastle—whole midship part of the ship is a raging furnace—enemy planes overhead—fifty tons of ammunition in the hold—rescuing destroyer alongside. Not a man moved until I gave the order … when men from the rest of the ship had got off. When they did so, at a deliberate walk, some even refusing to part with their rifles. It was naturally not possible to single out anyone in particular, but I did notice the very admirable conduct of the Roman Catholic Chaplain.9



The captain of the rescuing Wolverine, Commander R. H. Craske, later to lose his life when the battleship Barham was sunk in the Mediterranean in May 1941, was also full of praise for the Irish Guardsmen. In a letter to Stack, he stated:


We closed the burning and sinking ship. I have never before realised what the discipline of the Guards was. We got a gangplank shipped forward and the men were ordered to file on to us. There was no confusion, no hurry, and no sign of haste or hurry. I knew that there might be only a matter of minutes in which to get them off. I had four ropes fixed so as to hurry up the transfer. They continued to file steadily off in one line. I cursed and swore at them, but they had orders to file, and they filed. I saw someone who seemed to be a young officer and in no measured terms I told him to get them off by all four ropes. In a second they conformed to this order by one of their own officers, still steadily and without fuss. Their conduct in the most trying circumstances, in the absence of senior officers, on a burning and sinking ship, open at any moment to a new attack, was as fine or finer than the conduct of the old days of the soldiers of the Birkenhead [A sinking Victorian troopship where the men stood fast while their wives, children and civilian passengers were safely rescued]. It may interest you to know that 694 men were got on board in sixteen minutes.10



There was equal respect from the guardsmen for the sailors. A guard’s officer wrote:


The sailors were wonderful, made us coffee and cocoa and gave us clothes. We had a seven hour journey back to Harstad and were bombed all the way. Not a good ending.11



While Wolverine was taking off survivors, Stork’s anti-aircraft fire was succeeding in driving off three more German bombers attempting to finish off Chrobry before taking off the remaining passengers and crew of the troopship and returning them to Harstad.12

Wolverine arrived at Harstad first and landed Chobry’s survivors. They came ashore wrapped in blankets and naval greatcoats over pyjamas, underclothes, and dungarees, with wounded landing first. In true Guards style, Sergeant Peilow jumped ashore and doubled away to find a square.13 He found one and laid out company markers, so that RSM Stack was able to order the men straight onto the makeshift parade ground. Once fallen in on a proper Battalion Parade, they waited for any further survivors from Stork to fill in the missing gaps. While they waited the RQMS of the Scots Guards Base Detail, remaining at Harstad, sent over containers of tea and mounds of ‘wads’ of cheese and corned beef sandwiches. When Stork arrived with more survivors and a roll call was taken on the square, ‘we were surprised to find so few missing.’14

As the senior unwounded officer, Capt. M. Gordon-Watson took acting command of the battalion, with Lt H. L. S. Young acting Adjutant. The Battalion began to refit as best it could. There were insufficient Bren guns, one ‘Tommy’ gun, and no mortars in the Harstad Ordnance Depot. The Battalion had lost the three tanks when Chrobry was sunk. Rifles, steel helmets, and webbing equipment were taken from that left behind when men of the Pioneer Corps were sent back home because of lack of accommodation at Harstad, at the start of the Campaign a month before.15

With the opportunity to quickly reinforce the heavily pressed defences at Mo with the Irish Guards lost, following the sinking of the Chrobry, Auchinleck sent an urgent message early on 15 May to Gubbins, telling him that Mo was to be held. This he amplified in an encouraging follow-up letter to Gubbins, to be delivered by Brig. Gammell, who would be going down to the Bodø–Mo area with the South Wales Borderers as quickly as this could be arranged.16


You will have my telegram telling you that I wish the detachment at Mo to hold on to its’ [sic.] position, and not withdraw.

I think it most important that we should give up no more ground. I know the detachment is somewhat isolated at present, and I know that the Germans may be in superior force to the south of you, but I am pretty sure that they are groping in the dark very much as we are, and I hope that when they come up against really determined opposition they will sit back and think about it.

Reinforcements for you should arrive with this letter, and I hope that their arrival will enable you, in your turn, to reinforce Trappes-Lomax at Mo.

He is very anxious to get back [to] Fotheringham’s Company (at Bodo [sic.]) to his own Battalion. However, I leave all this to you.

Gammell is going down with this letter, and I want you to tell him exactly what you think about the situation and what your requirements are to enable you to hold on in the Bodo–Mo [sic.] area.

I will do my utmost to send you whatever you want.

It will not be long now, I hope, before we have our own aircraft in the air, and that ought to make a lot of difference.

Things are going well here [Harstad] and the French are pushing on towards Narvik. Thank you very much for all you have done so far. I wish you good luck. I have the greatest confidence in you. I hope to get down before long to see you.17



Late in the afternoon of 15 May, while the Irish Guard survivors recuperated, reorganised, and re-equipped, Auchinleck ordered the South Wales Borderers to Bodø, in the cruiser Effingham, pressed into service as a makeshift troopship, escorted by the destroyers Matabele and Echo. In an attempt to give some protection from air attack, they would be accompanied by the anti-aircraft cruisers the Cairo and the Coventry.

On 17 May, the three warships left Harstad for Bodø. They left independently and formed up outside the harbour, with Matabele 600 yards ahead of Effingham, and Echo abreast of the Matabele and 400 yards to her starboard. The speed was to be seventeen knots. In the evening, disaster befell the Effingham. Lt P. Worrall was a Borderer on board the cruiser:


During the night, nearing Bodo [sic.], we, the young officers were sleeping below, when suddenly there was a terrible juddering noise and the ship began to roll alarmingly. On deck we just fell in and waited. The Effingham, at full speed, had hit a rock, and slowly began to sink! Within a minute or two a destroyer came alongside and we hopped across with every single piece of our equipments [sic.]. Luckily, and unaccountably, the overwhelming German airforce never spotted this bizarre episode.… We were taken back to Harstad.18



The diary of the Revd. Meredith Dewey, Chaplain on Effingham at that time, further records on-board impressions of the grounding:


Entering the fjord at 6.00pm with Coventry ahead. Matabele and Echo, two destroyers, and Cairo, another A.A. ship astern.… Just finished dinner at 7.50 when a colossal bump, ship heeled over to port 20 degrees. Rushed to close the scuttles near to me thinking at first a torpedo. Ship righted herself and … out of the Ward Room fairly easy to get up on deck. Apparently some little panic among the soldiers in the recreation space to get out, otherwise strangely orderly. Ship on quite even keel, black smoke and steam belching out of funnel and making gasping sounds as though in the effort to get off the rock on which we had charged at 20 knots [sic.].19



The account of Commander S. H. K. Spurgeon, captain of Echo, details the happening:


At about 2000, after we had entered a wide fjord, station keeping on Matabele became more critical, particularly when my navigator, Lieutenant Warrington-Strong [pilot] pointed out that two alternative openings lay some distance ahead either of which we might be called upon to take. I checked the very small-scale chart with him and commented on the lack of flexibility our position ahead of Effingham entailed.

About this time he pointed out a rock marked ‘Faksen’ on the chart, somewhere well ahead, also a wide opening off to starboard down which I felt surely we must turn. In anticipation we reduced speed to lose bearing on the two ships to port and started turning to starboard expecting Effingham to hoist a new course signal. Instead she hoisted ‘Echo take up your appointed station’. This immediately created a situation amounting to an order for the three ships in company to continue on what I considered, according to our chart, a very hazardous route, especially at high speed in the vicinity of one charted submerged rock marked ‘Faksen’ and other visible outcrops dispersed over the area.

By this time Echo had dropped back to a position close on Effingham’s beam so I ordered a high speed of 28 knots to catch up. I told our pilot ‘Take a fix’, and by eye set Echo on a course that would, in due course regain station on Matabele. Meanwhile pilot had fixed our position on the chart—a very quick and difficult job in the circumstances—and together we checked our present course for danger. We agreed that, with any luck, deep water should continue under Echo for several miles so long as we remained within about 50 to 100 yards of the rocks to starboard. We estimated that we would pass the ‘Faksen’ about 3 to 400 yards to port. Both Effingham and Matabele should have seen Echo’s high stern wave breaking dangerously over the adjacent rocks as we raced closely by. I could not understand their signal to us and the necessity to run so close to danger at high speed and presumed they must have had some very strong reason unbeknown to me.

I was watching Matabele as she was gradually coming on to correct bearing for reducing [our] speed to 17 knots. Suddenly her masts and yards commenced waving, indicating one or both propellers had touched. Effingham must also have seen this as she started to turn away. Almost immediately a great puff of smoke billowed from her funnels as she also hit the Falsen [sic.] Rock on to which she had followed Matabele.

Matabele moved slowly away, obviously not under proper control and we never saw her subsequently. Echo, now very much occupied, went alongside Effingham’s starboard bow, got lines secured, and tried to take her in tow. She was already making water and a slight scend [sic.] from the ocean started parting all wires. Neither was there any time to spare as we feared we were sitting targets. Fortunately she remained on an even keel but had settled in the water a few feet.20



From the account of Engineer Officer Lieutenant K.M. Macloed:


A moment later Effingham also struck heavily and, due to her speed, was holed along the length of her hull. It quickly became apparent that the ship was sinking, but fortunately she remained upright. Flooding of engine and boiler rooms left her with no steam. Echo came alongside and ferried troops and ship’s company to the light cruisers. While doing this she towed the sinking Effingham into more shallow water, where she settled in five fathoms. Thanks to the very unusual absence of enemy [air] action, no lives were lost. But it has always seemed to me extraordinary that a large warship should have been lost in this way, in daylight and fair weather, in what must have been well charted waters.21, 22



Some of the necessary jobs that engaged the crew before evacuation of their ship could best be described as ‘salvage operations.’ From Lieutenant Dewey:


Everyone quite placid on board and distributing the contents of canteen, people going off with one hundred packets of cigarettes. Rashley, the Wardroom wine steward, having seen to the safety of the ship’s cat, ascended into the Wardroom with a basket of half empty gin and brandy bottles and tried to talk to me full of gin and bad R.C. religion. By now had decided to collect some possessions of my own. Quite dark between decks as all dynamos had stopped, preventing the launching of the ship’s boats … put change of clothes into suitcase, two razors and sermon notes, and camera into pocket and cheque book, and took case up in time to heave it on to Echo as she sailed away with the soldiers… Went down again to open up two large boxes of chocolates from Effingham Girl’s School to hand around to the troops.… Found a boy with bronchitis from the sick bay without anything on except a jersey and trousers and so went aft of quarterdeck where everyone was looting quantities of sheepskin coats belonging to S.W. Borderers. Like Gehazi overcome with covetousness… took at least a change of raiment for myself as well as the boy. Ship still upright but slowly settling down. Everyone full of jokes and good humour and dressed up in an astonishing variety of miscellaneous gear belonging to soldiers’ equipment.23



From the recollections of an officer of Echo:


The 2nd Battalion of South Wales Borderers soon commenced streaming on board, an unending orderly crowd. We estimated about one thousand troops.… Effingham’s Captain asked if we could also take two watches of her ship’s company—about another 400, which were squeezed on board. I doubt if any destroyer ever had so many survivors on board before. After a few uneasy rolls as we left from alongside, with a promise to return for the Captain and third watch later, we cautiously steamed towards two A/A cruisers, who were lying about 15–20 miles away, and we transferred our passengers and shared them between the two cruisers.… With the departure of the cruisers Echo returned to the wreck of the Effingham … We went alongside, and while the one watch of ship’s company who had remained on board, about 200, were busy with jobs necessary before she could be abandoned, her Captain invited a few of us on board, perhaps as a gesture of appreciation for returning before the Luftwaffe had spotted and dealt with the ‘sitting duck’. He gave pilot a charthouse watch and myself a stylus barometer, as, together, we left the Effingham a deserted ship and boarded Echo.… Perhaps his only comfort at that moment was that not a single casualty had occurred among the sixteen hundred aboard at the time that she was wrecked. We moved about a mile away. Her Captain had been told she was to be destroyed at his discretion so, at his request, two torpedoes from Echo ended her life.24



The unexpected arrival of survivors from Effingham, coming so soon after those from Chrobry, stretched the organisation and resources at Harstad to the limit. Lieutenant Macloed, who had only joined Effingham from Woolwich naval depot on 9 May, recalled:


We were brought back to Harstad, where no-one seemed to know what to do with us. Feeling distinctly unwanted, I was wandering around the town when the inevitable Heinkels came. Seeing a walled enclosure full of crates, I entered and lay down in the dirt. Guns were fired and bombs were dropped, mainly in the sea. When the sirens sounded the All Clear. I emerged as a major of Royal Marines, immaculate in his blue uniform, was passing … I saluted him. He looked rather surprised, stopped, and asked what I had been doing in the enclosure. ‘Sheltering from the air raid, sir’ I replied. ‘Bloody silly place’ said he ‘It’s an ammunition dump!’ and he walked on—leaving me feeling even surer that I should have stayed in Woolwich.25



The subsequent Board of Enquiry found that Effingham had been using a larger scale Norwegian chart than Echo’s smaller scale Admiralty chart of the area. She had chosen the course taken in order to shorten the journey and so minimise the risk of air attack upon the ship, handicapped as she was with over 1,000 troops on board. In the event, the course drawn on the Norwegian chart went directly through the centre of ‘+ Faksen’. This word ‘Faksen’ was not understood by the Effingham to mean ‘rock’ The ‘+’ had been accepted as a simple crossing of latitude and longitude degree lines only, when in fact it showed the exact position of the rock.

The loss of the Effingham was not the only setback for Lord Cork and Gen. Auchinleck on 17 May. That morning, Auchinleck had received a visit from the Norwegian C-in-C, Gen. Ruge, and his subordinate commanding the northern sector forces, Gen. Fleischer. The General had insisted that Mo be retained and Mosjøen recaptured, in order to deny the Germans any more advanced landing fields. Their own forces in action now consisted only of Gen. Fleischer’s 6th Division at Narvik, but the Norwegian C-in-C claimed that he was raising new battalions.

That evening, Lord Cork and Auchinleck received devastating, but perhaps not entirely unexpected, news via a telegram from the Chiefs of Staff:


Situation has changed by events on Western Front. Your Force must be limited to 1st French Light Division, 24th [Guards] Brigade, ten Independent Companies, with proportionate artillery, engines and services, forty eight heavy and sixty light anti-aircraft guns, one Hurricane, one Gladiator Squadron and possibly one Army Co-operation flight. Northern Norway is not to be abandoned unless militarily inevitable under above limitations. Reorganisation and galvanization of Norwegians to take part in defence must be pushed firmly…26



In the event, only five Independent Companies were sent to Norway and the Army Co-operation flight never materialised. Back in the front line of fighting, Auchinleck’s more detailed orders to Brig. Fraser (following his earlier telegram stressing the need to hold Mo if at all possible), to be delivered by hand of Brig J. Gammell, Auchinleck’s Chief of Staff sailing on Effingham, had (naturally) failed to materialise. In a rapidly deteriorating situation, there was therefore confusion within the command structure as to the exact position around Mo. The newly appointed Gubbins was anxious to see the situation for himself and in a telephone conversation to Trappes-Lomax on 15–16 May he was informed that the enemy pressure had lessened.27 With Brig. Gammel failing to arrive, Gubbins again telephoned Trappes-Lomax the next day, only to hear that the situation at Mo had worsened and that the Scots Guards left flank was under threat. Trappes-Lomax also asked for the detached ‘C’ Company to be released to him from Bodø. Gubbins agreed and arranged for the redeployment. The battalion commander gave his opinion that, without substantial reinforcements, Mo was untenable.

The situation that the Scots Guards and their Norwegian colleagues found themselves in was that, at 2 p.m. on 17 May, the Germans began advancing in large numbers, forcing the Scots Guards opposing them to retire as the enemy were working their way around their left flank.28 At about 6 p.m., Battalion H.Q. was cut off from communication, and Norwegian forces reported that about 150 German paratroopers had landed some 7 miles to the south-east and were advancing down the valley. The attack from the left flank began at about 9.30 p.m., and the brunt of this assault was concentrated upon No. 16 Platoon, led by Lt A. H. Ramsey.29 Guardsman J. H. Bryson in particular inflicted heavy casualties (presumably by Bren gun fire) upon the advancing enemy.30 By midnight the situation was critical, with the left flank Scots Guards virtually surrounded and out of communication. At 2 a.m. on 18 May, the position was ordered to be withdrawn, with the Battalion in danger of being overrun and having suffered between seventy and eighty killed or wounded.31

A new defensive position was made on a ridge to the north-west of Lundenget, but by 9 a.m. this position also became untenable, and a withdrawal to the north of Mo was ordered. This was achieved by 3 p.m., when the hard-pressed rearguard party under Platoon Sergeant Major W. H. Washington finally passed through Mo. Dumps of petrol and ammunition were destroyed during the withdrawal, and two bridges across the Rana river blown to delay the German advance. The Battalion was left with one day’s rations and ‘B’ Company missing.32

Anxious to see the situation for himself and to meet up with Trappes-Lomax and the local Norwegian commander, the newly appointed and promoted Brig. Gubbins set off by car from Bodø for Mo at 8.30 p.m. on 18 May. The journey of some 130 miles took seven hours along the route that the troops at Mo would have to be reinforced and/or retired. It was a difficult road to traverse. Initially, the road ran eastwards along the north side of the Saltfjord and Skjerstad Fjord where, at the head of the fjord, a local ferry could transport a few vehicles at a time the 3 miles to Rognan. From here, the road ran south up a valley to the treeline before crossing an open snow and ice-covered plateau of bleak moorland, very open to attack. Some 30 miles south from Rognan, any traffic was restricted in a snowfield to a single track for the next 20 miles, cut through snow drifts up to 20 feet deep. It was the danger to men traversing this restricting snowfield while under unchallenged air attack, that was to be the cause of controversy among the respective commanders. After the snowfield, the route passed through open moorland towards Bodø.

Brig. Gubbins, accompanied by his Brig.-Maj. Sir Walter de S Barttelot of the Coldstream Guards, arrived at Trappes-Lomax’s headquarters early on 19 May, only to find that the Rosvold position had been abandoned and that the Germans had been in possession of Mo since 3.30 p.m. the previous day. Gubbins reminded Trappes-Lomax of Auchinleck’s orders that Mo was to be held and the German advance opposed to the utmost.33 However, according to Barttelot, Gubbins, in discussion with Trappes-Lomax and himself, agreed in general that the withdrawal should continue.34 At 11 a.m., Gubbins returned to his HQ, leaving Barttelot to organise the withdrawal of the Norwegian troops, No. 1 Independent Company, and the Field Ambulance Company by motor coach across the snow belt.

The Norwegians retired from the fray and began the journey back to Bodø by bus, across the snow belt, almost immediately. Their commander, Roscher Nielsen, believed that his reservist troops were ‘quite hopeless in the present conditions’ and that they needed to be pulled back and reorganised and revitalised.35

According to Gubbins biographers, both Trappes-Lomax and Barttelot understood that the Scots Guards were to follow the next day to a position at Storfjord on the northern side of the snowbelt.36 Brigadier Gubbins had little option other than agree to withdrawal to the north of Mo, but General Auchinleck was clearly upset by the decision of Gubbins to agree with Trappes-Lomax’s decision to withdraw. He wrote to General Dill, the DGIGS in London:


Bodo [sic.] must be reinforced, particularly as the Mo detachment is being outflanked and must retreat as Gubbins says. Why our soldiers cannot be as mobile as the Germans I don’t know, but have told him to resist all the way and fight hard.



Gubbins received at this time a letter and the original orders from Gen. Auchinleck, dated 16 May and addressed to Brig. Fraser, to be delivered by hand of Brig. Gammell travelling on the ill-fated Effingham. The orders had never arrived, and the accompanying letter contained an ominous handwritten postscript, signed by Auchinleck and dated 19 May:


This was sent by hand of Gammell who was in Effingham. The instructions in it still hold good. Trappes-Lomax [sic.] last message merely says he is in contact with the enemy and proposes to continue his retreat. Can he not stand and fight? The enemy cannot be much stronger than he is and he seems to be in ideal country for defence—a narrow valley with almost impassable hills on either side.

The enemy must be stopped and I am sure he can be. When we have stopped him I want you to consider retaking Mo. I am doing my utmost to send you reinforcements.

You are at liberty to remove any commander of any rank whom you think is not resolute or willing to fight.37



That day, with the Scots Guards halted and rested some 32 miles north of Mo, Auchinleck sent Trappes-Lomax a signal:


You have now reached a good position for defence. Essential to stand and fight … I rely on the Scots Guards to stop the enemy.38



The Scots Guards’ historian was to write of the withdrawal from Mo as undergone by the Guardsmen, and the non-appearance of promised air cover as the men marched the ‘long dreary road’ to Sandheim, harassed by German aircraft along the way.39


Arrived dead beat, welcome rum ration and slept on hard floor quite well. Total—fifteen hour battle and eighteen–twenty mile route march. On the way north they passed through C Company which had been sent down from Bodo [sic.] by road and had set up a defensive position at Rosvall. ‘B’ company was still unaccounted for.40



The Battalion continued their withdrawal north on 19 May, ‘marching in perfect order down a lovely gorge, but very vulnerable from the south-east flank across the river’.41 In the oppressively hot midday, many of the exhausted troops began abandoning equipment and clothing.42 The troops were machine-gunned from the air, but brought down one aircraft with Bofors fire. By mid-afternoon the Battalion had reached Strandjarden, where they fed and rested until midnight, before resuming their march to Storvdden. In the meantime, a message had been received that the missing ‘B’ Company had managed to come cross-country, and that they were on the road a few miles north of Mo:


Although the message might have been false and led into a trap the Battalion C.O., Lieut-Colonel Trappes-Lomax immediately ordered Captain Harris and the Battalion transport, which now consisted of three salvaged Norwegian lorries, to go back and pick them up. By 0600 on 20 May ‘B’ Company was back in the arms of the Battalion. They had endured an exhausting period, crossing two mountain ranges covered in deep snow and crossing a large and turbulent river.43



On the morning of 20 May, orders were received from Auchinleck at Harstad that a defensive action was to be fought in the Korkstanden area to the northeast of Mo, concluding with his exhortation that ‘I rely on the Scots Guards to stop the enemy.’44 However, Col. Trappes-Lomax was not happy with the order and, bypassing Brig. Gubbins, communicated directly to H.Q. at Harstad, arguing that it would be throwing away the only battalion available for immediate defence if a stand were attempted before all his men were safely across the 20-mile-wide snowfield. Trappes-Lomax proposed that he should be allowed to retire across the snow belt to Storfjord:


I consider it far the wisest course to fight a series of rearguard actions commencing at Storford [sic.] and so conserve the Force to defend the Bodo [sic.] Peninsula.45



This, despite orders to the contrary, he proceeded to do. After telephone discussion at midnight between Auchinleck and Gubbins, the orders were modified, with instructions that withdrawing would only be acceptable if there were serious dangers to the safety of the Force. Brig. Gubbins’ modified instructions, issued on 20 May, were:


To Lieutenant Colonel Trappes-Lomax

Your instructions are as follow [sic.]:

1 (a) You are to maintain contact with the enemy and impede his advance by every means in your power.

(b) You will only withdraw from any position you hold if in your opinion there is a serious danger to the safety of your force. You must bear in mind that your object is to delay him all you can, and that can only be done by hitting him hard.

(c) If you consider at any time that you can carry out your role with less infantry than your four companies, you may withdraw one company to the Stortjord [sic.] position to prepare it for all-round defence. You will refer to me, however, beforehand.

2 Third Independent Company is occupying a position in front of Storjord [sic.] with a platoon forward at Bolnab [sic.] protecting the forward end of the snow belt. O.C. 3 Company has instructions to protect your rear against ski and parachute troops north of Randalsuolden.

3 Norwegian O.C. has promised to provide ski patrols on the flank of your route: I cannot guarantee that this protection will be forthcoming.

4 Rations and ordnance supplies will be dumped for you at places you will indicate to me.

20 May 1940 Sgn [sic.] C. McV Gubbins46



Interpretations of Instructions 1(a) (b) and (c) were to cause disastrous misunder-standings.

Around this time, an undated memo, Copy G107, was sent from North Western Expeditionary Force H.Q. to Col. Gubbins:


Personal from Force Commander. You should relieve Trappes-Lomax from his command if you consider him unfitted to command in present situation. Immediate.47



Gubbins also sent Maj. L. Graham, second in command of the Scots Guards battalion, back to prepare for a new defensive position at Viskiskoia, 5 miles south of Storfjord, which he himself had reconnoitred the previous day and selected as his main defensive position just north of the snowbelt to stop the German advance.

Somewhat nettled by Trappes-Lomax’s questioning orders and his perceived lack of confidence in successfully opposing the Germans south of the snow belt, Gubbins set off to see the situation for himself. He took with him on this visit his brigade major of Scissorforce, Capt. R. W. Urquhart. Before leaving, he sent a confident situation report to Auchinleck at Harstad:


I have withdrawn 1st Independent Company from Scots Guards command to Saltdalen area as they have had heavy fighting and must be refitted. Visited Scots Guards yesterday 19 May and am on way down again now. Yesterday all quiet but C O Scots Guards anxious to get back quickly behind the ‘snow belt’ which commences about thirty miles south of Rognan, and is some twenty miles wide. O C Scots Guards should have no difficulty in holding up enemy for some time. If forced to retire from ‘snow belt’ I can almost certainly lift him entire in two nights to north end of it where excellent defensive position exists. I would use buses.

The road Rognan–Mo is for some distance very exposed, and liable to bombing. Surface is not good and road does constitute defile for greater part of its length. Will send further report as aircraft now overhead and destroyer must leave.48



It did not take long for Gubbins to find out that things were far from well. At Rognan ferry, he and Urquhart had to order back to the battle area officers and men from support and service corps who claimed that they had been ordered to find their own way back to Bodø. Gubbins set up a piquet post, manned by No. 1 Independent Company, to turn back any further stragglers. He was particularly incensed to find the four-gun 25-pounder troop, with their guns, by the wayside. They had lost all their cabling and signal equipment and been allowed to withdraw to north of the snow belt. He believed that, even without the lost equipment, their artillery fire over open sights would have broken up German concentrations and delayed the enemy advance.49 Ten miles north of Mo, at the hamlet of Rosvold, Gubbins met up with ‘C’ Company of the Scots Guards being returned to their battalion, as agreed, from Bodø. They had experienced no difficulty in crossing the snow belt and were two hours ahead of schedule. The Brig. debussed the Company and ordered them to set up a defensive position astride the road to cover the troops retiring from the Mo area.

After Gubbins had left, Trappes-Lomax had reportedly called the company commanders together and given his version or interpretation of Gubbins’s written orders of 20 May. Simply put, Trappes-Lomax’s plan did not match up with Gubbins’s and indeed Auchinleck’s strategy of the Scots Guards making a stand south of the snow belt and to only retire if absolutely necessary and with Gubbins’s agreement. Trappes-Lomax ordered the establishment of three successive rearguard positions, approximately 5 miles apart, south of the snow belt. Each position was to be manned by two companies and, if heavily attacked, Company Commanders were to withdraw without further orders. After the third position had been evacuated, the whole Battalion would be taken by commandeered Norwegian buses through the snow belt to the positions that Major Graham had reconnoitred at Viskiskoia, north of the snow belt and some fifty miles south of Storfjord.

By midnight, 20–21 May, the three defensive positions were manned, awaiting the next German attack. This did not commence until the evening, when the Germans outflanked the most forward Allied defences and followed up until they reached the defensive line at Krokstrand.50

When it became clear to Gubbins around noon that the Scots Guards were abandoning positions at Messingsletten he sent a strongly worded signal, expressing his disapproval and annoyance, to Trappes-Lomax:


Just heard you are continuing retirement. If so it is against my orders as cannot believe your force is seriously endangered already in view of no contact yesterday. You must hold the enemy as far south as possible. This is my final order.51



Krokstrand appeared to offer good defensive possibility, as here the road crossed the river Rana and the demolition of the crossing bridge with good cover and firing positions on the far side. However, again the position was only held for a matter of hours until the Germans were able to infiltrate it from higher ground on their side of the river, and then machine-gun it from the air. From the account of Erskine: ‘Throughout 21 May the Battalion was subjected to air attack, mainly machine gunning, as it sought to find and establish defensive position.’52 It took the Germans, whose force included bridging specialists, only a day to build a new bridge across the river. This short delay to the German advance allowed the Scots Guards to withdraw to their third and final position south of the snow belt.

Meanwhile at Harstad, Auchinleck, desperate to hold off the advancing German threat, was trying to send Gubbins as many reinforcements as he could spare from operations around the Narvik area, following the losses of men and material from the Chobry and Effingham. The General managed to borrow a company of 25-mm anti-tank guns from the French, but there were major deficiencies in materials and equipment, as well as transportation problems. He sent two hastily refitted companies of Irish Guards with arms and personal equipment drawn from base reserves at Harstad and material intended for the Norwegian forces by locally hired, small and slow steamers, also called ‘puffers’:


There were insufficient Bren guns, one ‘Tommy Gun’ and no mortars in the Ordnance depot. Rifles, steel helmets and webbing equipment were taken from a Pioneer company and the H.Q. staff.53



These two companies arrived at Bodø after an uneventful passage lasting some twenty-one hours in the evening of 21 May. That afternoon, another two companies, alongside two Bren gun carriers, were sent by the destroyers Walker and Firedrake, which arrived at Bodø around midnight on 21–22 May.54 Accompanying them was Col. Dowler, Auchinleck’s Chief of Staff, who was charged with reporting back his assessment of the Scots Guards’ situation to the General:55


[The Irish Guards settled] down to get what rest it could on the quay amid the piles of equipment salvaged earlier from Effingham which the Battalion were able to make up some of their deficiencies. Platoon Sergeant Major Byrne, of the mortar section found, separately, the barrel and then the baseplate of a 3” mortar and was able to effect a working weapon.56



The Headquarters of the 24th Guards Brigade were dispatched (at the third attempt), along with half the South Wales Borderers, in destroyers and puffers to Bodø, which they reached on 20 May.57 From the account of Second Lt P. Worrall, who travelled on a puffer:


After a hot meal and a new briefing an armada of puffers was got together; one platoon to a puffer for the slow trip to Bodo [sic.]. This was great fun as we were once again on our own. Garnie-Bill and the Sergeant Major were miles away. Only platoon commanders dressed in blue fishermen’s jerseys were allowed on deck … the sun shone and we enjoyed it immensely. On the way we stopped at very hospitable fishing villages. Who said there was a war on?58



With the worsening situation in Northern France and the Low Countries, warships, particularly destroyers, were being withdrawn from northern Norway and redeployed in the Channel and East Coast of England. Lord Cork’s force was reduced from its earlier complement of fifteen destroyers to eight by late May.59 His two sloops and some thirty minesweepers and anti-submarine trawlers were not able to transport troops in any numbers and so the build-up of reinforcements by sea and road was both slow and piecemeal.

In contrast to Lord Cork’s reduced circumstances, Admiral Raeder informed Hitler on 21 May that the German capital ships, damaged one month earlier in Norwegian operations, were almost ready for action. The Scharnhorst and Admiral Hipper would be ready for operations around 27 May and the Gneisenau by early June. Raeder’s proposal was for the force to operate in the North Sea and Arctic waters and to disrupt supplies of equipment and men from the United Kingdom to northern Norway. If all went well they could possibly attempt a sortie into Vestfjord to relieve the Narvik garrison or attack the Allied main base at Harstad.60 The re-entry of the German capital ships was to bring a major unexpected disaster for the Royal Navy.

By 21 May, the Allied position on the Continent was also worsening daily. The troops there simply had no answer to the German armoured columns and air domination and were falling back, along roads congested with fleeing refugees, towards the Channel ports. From Colville’s diary of 21 May:


The German advance is now really dangerous and it is staggering that France should have put upless [sic.] resistance to invasion as did Poland, Norway or Holland. Plans are being made for the evacuation of the B.E.F. in case of necessity.61



In Northern Norway, Second Lieutenant Worrell with his South Wales Borderers reported:


On arrival at Bodo [sic.], the Company marched out of the town along an open road towards the mountains. In those brave days the platoon marched in threes—or was it still fours—singing ‘Hang out Your Washing on the Siegfried Line’ and ‘Three Little Fishes’. This presumably, was good for morale and showed the locals that the great British Army had at last arrived to save them.

The platoon commander went in front with a walking stick and an impossibly difficult-to-shoot Smith and Weston revolver. In the event of an air attack the training manual laid down: ‘Halt, face the oncoming aircraft—raise the rifles and fire a volley at it when in range!’ This may possibly have been fine in the First World War but bore absolutely no relevance to the venomous, high speed, screaming planes which at that very moment were shooting the daylights out of Bodo [sic.] town and the aerodrome, a few hundred yards away.…

With a wave of my arm—known as a hand signal—I got the platoon of thirty five men spread out along both sides of the road. It was all laid down in the manual. We threw ourselves on the ground as the dive bombers screamed in our direction. What the manual didn’t tell me was, what to do now? Along both sides of the road there was just a semblance of a grassy dip; and surely we must be seen. We lay in terror. I’m sure that every one of us thought that he, personally was going to be the one special concern of the … German pilots. We cursed the order that we were to clean the brasses of our packs and bayonets. As the nearest cover was a wood at least a hundred yards away, we decided to stay where we were and hope they wouldn’t see us.

All of a sudden, I saw, out of the corner of my eye, as I tried to keep all of my head under my steel helmet, one man get up. This seemed to be the end as we all felt the Germans would spot him running for the woods. Someone shouted ‘Shoot him, Sir’. But I didn’t—and I’m so glad I didn’t even if I had been able to with my little revolver—for it was my oldest soldier.

For most of his life he had run ahead with the aniseed bag for the Londonderry Drag Hunt. As Regiment replaced Regiment every five years or so, he just changed his cap badge and went on with his only work. Sadly for him, when S.W.B. left Derry in 1939, the Drag had already been disbanded and he was forced to come with us to Barnard Castle and then found himself lying on his face in a shallow ditch outside Bodo [sic.], It was, at nearly forty, and married, just too much for him, and who was I to blame him?62



Taking cover was to become accepted practice for the retiring Scots Guards as their only realistic way of dealing with low flying strafing aircraft. Rifles and Bren guns were hardly to deter the German pilots in their sudden high-speed strafing runs. Indeed, Battalion orders expressly forbade firing at the attacking aircraft, partly to conserve ammunition but also to avoid giving away position and tactical intentions.63 Then, to everyone’s surprise (presumably including the German pilot’s), on one occasion a Bren gun opened up on an attacker:


When a Bren gun opened up, the usual cry arose; ‘Take that man’s name’. When the plane faltered the cries turned to ‘I think you’ve got him’. It crashed, and the Battalion’s intention was not revealed.64



The miscreant Bren gunner was Lance-Corporal S. Moorhouse. He was later killed in action with his regiment in Tunisia.

It was to be an isolated, but nevertheless welcome, victory for the beleaguered guardsmen. They were continuing to retire, but were under constant Luftwaffe surveillance and harassment and the danger of outflanking attacks from German troops who were operating from higher terrain. On 21 May, Col. Dowler reported to Auchinleck on the Scots Guards’ situation.65 It was neither constructive nor positive:


This battalion undoubtedly feels the Germans are superior in skill. It does not understand, nor is it trained for fighting in the kind of country in which it now finds itself. The impression I get is that it fails to secure it’s [sic.] flanks by occupying the higher ground on either side of the valley. As this is a matter of common sense one is forced to the conclusion that leadership has as much to answer for as lacking of training.66



Dowler’s observations did not make any suggestions as to how Trappes-Lomax might have secured his flanking higher ground, when Norwegian troops with more snow travel experience and equipment had failed to do so, or how such flank covering mountain top troops would have been kept supplied with food and ammunition, or survived when exposed to unopposed air onslaught.

Concerned that his plans for holding on were being carried out by Trappes-Lomax south of the snow belt, Brigadier Gubbins had also sent on 21 May Major Baily, an attached Indian Army officer, with verbal orders that under no circumstances were the Scots Guards to continue their retirement without his permission, and that the commandeered Norwegian buses being used for the retirement of the Norwegian battalion were to be returned to the Brigade transport pool without delay.67 Gubbins required the Scots Guards to hold their positions south of the snow belt until the reinforcements being collected together by Auchinleck, and arriving in penny-pinch numbers because of transport problems, had established a strong defensive position north of the belt. Major Baily did not manage to reach Trappes-Lomax until midnight on 21–22 May. He found that the Battalion commander had decided that to expect his exhausted and demoralised guardsmen to hold on any further was courting a major disaster, as well as the annihilation of his troops by artillery fire or air attack if caught as they tried to cross the single snow belt track. He planned the immediate withdrawal to positions north of the belt. There is little doubt as to the fear within the Battalion of being trapped crossing the snow belt. Capt. Ellinger observed:


The position was risky because it obviously was impossible to fight greatly superior forces with our backs to a twenty mile wide snow belt. Through this barrier there was but one narrow road kept open by snow ploughs and lined by high perpendicular snow walls. Only at certain points was it possible for two cars to pass one another. One well aimed bomb would completely stop all motor traffic. To pass the snow belt with a battalion would require both skill and luck avoiding observation by the enemy. To cross the snow-belt while an action was actually going on would surely spell disaster.68



During the morning of 22 May, Gubbins was working on the movement of his Irish Guard reinforcements from Bodø, up the Saltdalsfjord to the Rognan area, using any available transport—trawlers, ferry boats, puffers, civilian lorries, and buses. Uncertain of the situation south of the belt, Gubbins had sent Brig.-Maj. Urquhart to find out. He telephoned Gubbins at noon to confirm Trappes-Lomax’s intention to withdraw his battalion in small groups that night, across the belt in the short twilight hours, using the buses returned to him after transporting the withdrawn Norwegian troops across the snow belt on the night of 19–20 May.69 Trappes-Lomax had taken the precaution of putting an armed guardsman on each bus to ensure that the buses, with their Norwegian drivers, returned.70

This premature and last minute withdrawal completely upset Gubbins’s developing plans. He had ordered, and was depending upon, the Scots Guards to hold their positions south of the snow belt for as long as possible, to allow him time, with his very limited transport, to build up a major defensive position at Storfjord, with a forward defensive position some five miles south of Storfjord at Viskiskold, just beyond the snow belt. He planned to use the delayed and depleted Irish Guards and No. 3 Independent Company. Trappes-Lomax’s retention of the commandeering buses south of the snow belt only added to Gubbins’s transportation problems. Brigadier Gubbins was forced to accept the ‘fait-accompli’; to have attempted any counter-orders or action, given the short notice of the withdrawal, would have only complicated matters further.71

The Battalion duly crossed the snow belt in platoon and company strength in the twilight hours that night, screened against air attack (which did not materialise) by three Bren-gun carriers recovered from the deck of the grounded Effingham and rushed to the front. From the Scots Guards Regiment’s War Diary:


The men were utterly exhausted and a certain demoralisation had set in, in consequence of fatigue, loss of kit, successive rear-guard actions and continuous menace from the air, which disclosed every position to the enemy and enabled him, without interference, to harass the Battalion and base his plans on certain knowledge.72



The retired Scots Guards took up position at Viskiskoia, at the northern end of the snow belt, and were ordered to hold this position until 27 May, covering the demolished bridge from the eastern bank.73 Meanwhile No. 3 Independent Company, who had marched from Pothus some 10 miles to their new position, took up position with a few Norwegian ski troops higher up the dominating mountain side on the western bank, in an attempt to counter any German outflanking move from there.74, 75 The force marched Independent Company arrived too late and too exhausted to deny the Germans access to the outflanking position.

Stunned by Trappes-Lomax’s apparently overriding concern for the safety of his men, and hence blatant disregard for his orders to stand and fight, Gubbins conferred with Auchinleck who had before him Dowler’s assessment of the Scots Guards.76 The decision was made to relieve Trappes-Lomax of his command, and to appoint Maj. Graham to take command of the 1st Battalion Scots Guards. Auchinleck’s later signal to the War Office of 26 May was terse:


I have removed Lt. Col. T.P. Trappes-Lomax from the command of 1st S.G. and replaced him by Major H.L. Graham.

I have taken this action because I do not consider that under him the battalion is likely to develop its’ [sic.] maximum efficiency in the circumstances in which it is now operating.77



Brigadier Gubbins’s account of the dismissal was that he had handed over General Auchinleck’s message relieving Lt-Col. Trappes-Lomax in mid-afternoon on 23 May and appointing Major Graham as the Commanding Officer of the Battalion. Trappes-Lomax did not deny that his decision to withdraw from south of the snow belt had been contrary to Gubbins’s orders but argued that the safety of his Battalion was at stake.78 He also told Gubbins that King’s Regulations contained a paragraph which permitted an officer to depart from his orders in certain situations, and that he had based his actions on that.79 Lt-Col. Trappes-Lomax, who had been away from the battalion reconnoitring the next stage retirement position at Storfjord, reportedly returned that afternoon to his battalion to announce he had been relieved of command.


This crushing blow took place in the middle of an engagement, and it is hardly to be wondered that the morale of both officers and men was still further shaken by the loss of a commanding officer for whose personality and ability had the highest respect and in whom everyone had the greatest confidence.80



One of the Battalion’s officers reportedly also noted in his private diary that ‘C.O. comes back and says he has been sacked! For saving his Battalion presumably.… This is quite monstrous.’81

In his biography of Auchinleck, Warner surmises that the General subsequently might have felt that he had been too harsh with Trappes-Lomax, who had been with the Scots Guards since 1917, and was considered by those who knew him to be a courageous, honourable, and capable officer.82 Auchinleck had expected the Scots Guards to do more than was feasible, and might have acted differently had he seen the situation and the ground conditions for himself, rather than relying solely upon the opinions of his subordinate commanders and staff officers. To Auchinleck, with North West Frontier training and experience but no experience of Norway, the Scots Guards’ apparent inability to hold their positions and conduct an orderly tactical withdrawal might have seemed to fully justify the Battalion Commander’s dismissal.83 A reported Scots Guard comment was that ‘Frontier tribes do not usually possess modern automatic weapons and complete air superiority.’84

In the light of more reasoned considerations, the dismissal from his battalion command had no terminal effect on Trappes-Lomax’s subsequent military career. Within two years he had been promoted to the rank of Brigadier.

The Germans recommenced their assault on the Viskiskoia positions during the afternoon, supported by a strafing fighter plane and mortar fire.85 Their effort was initially concentrated on a flanking attack against the Independent Company on the left, while the mountainous Junkerdalen allowed the advance of German troops, who could not be kept at a distance by the desultory artillery and mortar fire from the Scots Guards’ positions. Both the Scots Guards and the Independent Company had only a meagre motley of such weapons, and ammunition was short. They had little to no 2-inch mortar ammunition, and the loss of the artillery signalling equipment and cabling meant that 25-pounder field guns could not use observed indirect fire at targets, and could only fire at targets clearly observable from the guns.86 Two of the four Bofors anti-aircraft guns were out of action and they had only one 3-inch mortar.87 Nevertheless, Gubbins’s orders were that the Scots Guards were to hold the position until 27 May.

By 4 p.m., the Independent Company troops were forced from their positions and the bombardment of the Viskiskoia positions intensified. Brigadier Gubbins and the newly appointed C.O. of the Scots Guards, Major Graham, came under heavy mortar and machine gun fire as they moved forward to take command of the situation, in an attempt to avoid the outflanking of the Scots Guards, who were in an exhausted and demoralised state, and the equally exhausted Independent Company men.88 Erskine points out the irony of Gubbins having to order a general retirement at 6 p.m. from a position that he had proposed to be held for a further three days, through Storfjord and onto a hastily organised defensive line (manned by rushed-forward troops of the 1st Battalion Irish Guards, the fresh No. 3 Independent Company and some Norwegian units) at Pothus, some 14 miles to the rear.89 Lt-Col. H. C. Stockwell, commanding No. 2 Independent Company, was appointed by Gubbins to command this ‘Stockforce’. By the early hours of 25 May, retiring Scots Guards were starting to come through the Pothus defensive line. Their appearance was a great shock to the Pothus defenders and created widespread sympathy for their ordeal and condition. Lt M. Burn of No. 5 Independent Company, later taken prisoner by the Germans during the Commando raid on St Nazaire in 1942, wrote:


Halfway up Norway, at a village called Saksenvik, my platoon was ordered to make a stand to cover the withdrawal of a Regular [Scots Guards] regiment trapped in the south. The soldiers who finally came through were demoralised and most of them without arms. I had been brought up to believe that such things could not happen in the British Army. It hastened in me, and in the soldiers with me, a growing rage against the Government that had sent us.90



Similar sentiments were expressed by Capt. J. Prendergast, the Indian Army volunteer officer of the No. 3 Independent Company:


Later, the Scots Guards passed through to the rear looking very weary. Continuously outflanked they had withdrawn, as a body intact, but for casualties. Told to hold fast, the commanding officer had come under severe censure for constantly withdrawing, but what could be done by lightly armed infantry against a balanced force of all arms?91



The Irish Guards watched silently as the slow shuffling tramp of tired men hobbled past.92 In addition to enduring the almost continuous German onslaught, the guardsmen had marched or travelled in an ad hoc manner for nearly 100 miles in a week:93


The two battalions had often passed each other of the march, but this time there were no jeers, no greetings. No Irish Guardsman shouted ‘Get up off your knees’; no Scots Guardsman replied ‘Having a good rest, Mick?’. Lt Powell-Edwards stood in the deepening gloom. ‘Tottering columns, crumbling ruins, defeat of an empire’ he muttered as he turned back to go round his platoon positions once again. ‘I’ve read of this sort of thing, but now it is happening to me.’94



It was a time of confusion and disillusionment and the humbling of a proud Regiment.

Depressing and dangerous as the situation appeared to the beleaguered Allied troops it was to be but a microcosm of the crisis developing in Northern Europe. Here, over a quarter of a million British troops of the British Expeditionary Force were in imminent danger of having to capitulate or be annihilated by the all-conquering German blitzkrieg threatening to overrun France and cut off the British troops. At the same time the 1st Battalion Irish Guards were defending Pothus in Norway, the 2nd Battalion Irish Guards, accompanied by the 2nd Battalion Welsh Guards, were fighting desperately around Boulogne in France against German armour and Stuka dive bombers.95 Both the Irish and Welsh Guards each lost some 200 men: killed, missing, or wounded. On the morning of 26 May, the Belgian army surrendered to the Germans, dangerously exposing the left flank of the BEF and the evacuation of Allied troops from the beaches and port of Dunkirk was getting underway.96, 97 From Ironside’s diary:


We have at last given orders for the B.E.F. to withdraw to the coast with a view to making an attempt to get out. It will be a matter of getting as many men out as possible with very little equipment.98



Privately, Ironside thought that the BEF would be lucky to get off with some 30,000 men. In the event, eleven times that number of Allied troops were evacuated from the port and beaches of Dunkirk and other Channel ports. Over the period of 26 May to 4 June, 338,226 men were evacuated back to Britain. However, the losses of stores and equipment, either deliberately destroyed or abandoned to the enemy was enormous: 2,742 artillery pieces, 90,000 rifles, 63,879 vehicles, 20,548 motorcycles, and 500,000 tons of stores and ammunition.99

Faced with such a military disaster and, with the consequent invasion of Britain then thought to be highly probable, the campaign in Norway had become a minor, but expensive sideshow. It was agreed by the War Cabinet that it should be closed down, and the men and equipment thus released deployed back in Britain to help shore up her depleted defences. On 24 May, the War Cabinet, having decided on that strategic course of action, ordered the complete evacuation of Allied forces in Norway once Narvik had been captured and its iron ore handling facilities destroyed. A telegram from the Chiefs of Staff to that effect was received by Lord Cork in the early hours of the next day. It read:


His Majesty’s Government has decided your forces are to evacuate northern Norway at the earliest moment. Reason for this is that the troops, ships, guns and certain equipment are urgently required for defence of the United Kingdom. We understand from a military point of view operation of evacuation will be facilitated if enemy forces are largely destroyed or captured. Moreover destruction of railway 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 of maximum naval efforts.

Two officers will be sent at once from U.K. to concert evacuation plans with you and General Auckinleck [sic.]. 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 U.K.:

(a) Personnel

(b) Light A.A. arms and ammunition

(c) Twenty-five pounders

(d) Heavy A.A. ammunition.

(e) Tactical conditions must rule but so far as they permit plans should be framed accordingly.

Norwegian Government have not, repeat NOT, yet been informed and greatest secrecy should be observed.100



Perfidious Albion. For the second time in barely a month, Britain and France, its junior partner in this Norwegian venture, were preparing—without consultation and with little consideration—to abandon Norway, its people, and its Army to their fate.

Lord Cork, Gens Auchinleck and Béthouart met early on the morning following the receipt of the withdrawal orders to consider the complex task before them. The continuing resistance to the German advance towards Bodø by the British Forces there, under the operational command of Brig. Gubbins and Lt-Col. Stockwell was the primary priority for Auchinleck. If the Germans were allowed to continue their thrust northwards unhindered, and took Bodø, it would deny the British access to the port as an evacuation venue, and leave Harstad as their only major evacuation port. Continued German advance would then threaten Harstad, and possibly even trap all the Allied troops in Northern Norway, negating any assault to capture Narvik. General Auchinleck, in overall control of all military in Northern Norway, was well aware of the danger, even after any successful evacuation from Bodø:


Bodø [sic.] having been evacuated, there was a distinct, though not perhaps grave, danger that the enemy working up the coast might appear on the south shores of the Olot and Vest Fjords and embarrass our withdrawal from there: all craft carrying French troops from the Narvik-Ankenes area had to pass through the Tjelsundet Fjord past Harstad and beyond before re-embarkation into transports could take place. There was also a risk that enemy detachments, sea or air borne, might effect [sic.] a landing on the long indented coast line of Hanoy Island [sic.] on which Harstad stands and directly interfere with our main embarkation centre.101



In any event, the Germans, working their way up the coast despite the efforts of the Royal Navy, managed to reach Ballangen area aided by paratroops on the final evening of the evacuation from Bodø area.102 The timing of the evacuation largely depended on the success or otherwise of the assault to take Narvik and destroy iron ore loading facilities. This penultimate objective, which had been allotted to French Gen. Béthouart, responsible for the final assault to take Narvik using French, Norwegian, and Polish troops, presented the General with a dilemma.103

Aware of the fate which was engulfing France, he nevertheless agreed to lead the attack on Narvik, even though it would mean his French troops being kept away from their homeland and families at their time of need. He was, however, distressed and angered that he, an honourable man, was being asked to use and deceive the Norwegians, keeping from them until the last possible moment news of the Allies’ withdrawal intentions. He warned: ‘I am operating the Norwegian troops whom for reasons of national honour I will not abandon in difficulties on the battlefield.’104

Militarily, however, he would have needed to carefully consider the role and extent of involving the Norwegian contingents. When they found out that their Allies were pulling out and leaving them to German occupation, they could capitulate and lay down their arms ‘en bloc’ as the Belgian Army was to do in Northern Europe, or, demoralised, they could simply drift away to return to their homes and families.

While Auchinleck was in command of all the Allied land forces and their operations, Lord Cork was overall commander in the region. On him was to fall the responsibility of masterminding the politics and logistics of the final withdrawal, and ensuring the safe passage of the evacuated and what equipment could be salvaged across the North Sea to the United Kingdom. He was not initially helped by shilly-shallying from London. According to Derry, the Official Military Historian of the Norwegian Campaign, the urgency of the situation in France led to the Admiralty being left to conduct the Norwegian evacuation as they chose.105 By 27 May, the Chiefs of Staff were considering the possibility that the Germans might use an evacuated Norway to invade Britain, and the Admiralty was arguing that the Narvik operation was draining German resources more than the Allied. Then, at a meeting of the Supreme War Council in Paris on 31 May, Churchill said that it was the considered option of the British Government that the Narvik area should be evacuated immediately.106 The troops, anti-aircraft guns, and ships—especially destroyers—were urgently needed elsewhere by the Allies. An evacuation to begin on 2 June was envisaged. On 29 May, the British War Cabinet decided that there needed to be a few days’ delay before telling the Norwegians of the intended evacuation.107 Nothing was to be divulged until 1 June. For Lord Cork and his senior commanders, this posed both moral and operational problems; until that date, operations involving Norwegian troops and civilian labour would have to be conducted with difficulty and cloaked with deceit. Cork was told to plan for the Norwegian forces to be either evacuated to the United Kingdom if they so wished or left in a position of defence, and not exposed to any offensive operations whose consequences might not bode well for Norwegian troops seeking an armistice, or capitulation on reasonable terms from their German conquerers.108

However, the Norwegian authorities were not oblivious to the rapidly worsening position of their British and French Allies in Northern Europe as well as in Northern Norway. It might be time for Norway itself to disengage. At the end of May a plan—‘The Mowinckel’, named after its proposer, a former Norwegian Prime Minister who had rejoined the Norwegian Cabinet following the German invasion—proposed a joint Norwegian/Swedish scheme for neutralising the remainder of northern Norway presently unoccupied by the Germans.109, 110 One of the Swedish provisos, apparently unpalatable to the Norwegians, was that Narvik should be garrisoned by Swedish forces to guarantee its submissive neutrality.111 Inevitably the plan became known in diplomatic circles to all involved parties: British, French, German, Swedish, and the Norwegian Royal Family, as well as loyal members of Government sheltering in the Tromsø area, north of Narvik. All could contemplate the pros and cons, strategically, politically, and commercially, of the sketchy and undeveloped plan for establishing some form of quasi-neutral area in northern Scandinavia. In the end, the Mowinckel plan, submitted to the Germans by their proposers on the day that Narvik fell to the Allies, came to nothing.112, 113 Surprisingly, any knowledge of the embryo Mowinckel Plan did not alert the Germans to the Allies impending evacuation. Indeed, by 2 June the unexpected relative success of the ongoing Dunkirk evacuation prompted Churchill to suggest maintaining an Allied garrison at recaptured Narvik for some weeks on a self-contained basis.114 Such a project would have been unsustainable in the view of Gretton, who believed that it soon became obvious that, with its long sea communication and its vulnerability to air attack, a garrison at Narvik could not be maintained.115

While most Allied concern was focused on the reactions of the Norwegian Government and their military, an equally important operational consideration was to be the reaction and continuing collaboration of the civilian labour force when the evacuation intentions could no longer be concealed. Where previously fear of German air raids had been the concern of the civilian workers, fear of German reprisals against them, their families, homes, and property was to become paramount. Auchinleck alludes to this problem in his final report.116 He had already experienced difficulties with Norwegian dockers and seamen when sending reinforcements to help defend the Bodø region. He probably had little doubt that the removal of troops would be any easier:


Destroyers could take personnel, but very small quantities of stores, ‘Puffers’ could take stores but no guns and vehicles and had to have guards on board. Even then the reliability of the civilian crews was doubtful.117



In the Bodø region, around 25–26 May, the time of the evacuation order, British and Norwegian forces were set in defensive positions at and around the hamlet of Pothus, some ten miles from the mouth of the river Saltdal.118 It appeared to Gubbins that the hamlet, situated astride a 100-yard-wide river, with two bridges and woods in the hills on either side, offered a good defensive position. It was the last viable one before Rojan at the mouth of the river. The two bridges were to be vitally important to the Pothus defensive position; one, which carried the main road from the east to the west bank was a substantial steel girder structure, the other a smaller bridge across a tributary to the main Saltdal river.119 Here fifty-five men, a platoon of No. 2 Independent Company, were positioned. The Irish Guards and No. 3 Independent Company were in their positions by midnight on 24 May when the retreated Scots Guards passed through. Norwegian troops supplied mortar and machine gun support, and helped man a rearguard position one mile behind Pothus. The Irish Guards set their No. 1 Company on top of a bridge, covering the main road and girder bridge; No. 4 Company covered the bridge from the west side, with No. 3 Company covering the main road and the river banks below the bridge. A reserve position, formed by other Irish Guards and No. 3 Independent Company troops, was set up a mile further back.120

Here, at Pothus, the Irish Guards, Nos 2 and 3 Independent Companies, and Norwegian troops fought off the enemy, in a protracted battle dominated by mortar and machine gun exchanges, from the early hours of 25 May until the evening of 26 May. The British force was under the command of the former commanding officer of No. 2 Independent Company: Maj. H. Stockwell, who had been promoted to Acting Lt-Col.121 It was to prove a hard infantry battle, conducted at close quarters, exemplified by extracts from Fitzgerald’s history of the Irish Guards and, particularly, an extract on the experience of No. 1 Company:


The Germans were only a few hours[’] march behind the [retreated] Scots Guards. Early in the morning their leading scouts appeared on bicycles round the corner.… The Norwegian machine gunners shot them into a tangled heap of bicycles and bodies. For several hours there was silence. While the mortars and machine guns were being set up and ranged, their infantry worked their way forward down the river. About 0800 as the Companies were stretching their cramped, cold bodies in the sun and breakfasting on water and biscuits, small parties of Germans began crawling up the hill. Temporarily discouraged, the Germans withdrew down the hillside, then came closer and threw stick grenades. The Company replied with bursts of Brenfire [sic.] … Bullets ricocheted off rocks, humming up into the air well above the heads of the men crouching in the hollows and trenches. [Guardsmen of] No. 1 Company flung Mills grenades and 2-inch mortar bombs. Such a use of 2-inch mortar bombs is contrary to Small Arms School regulations as being highly dangerous. The ‘grenadier’ must unscrew the cap, bang the nose hard on the rock to arm the bomb and then throw it high in the air so that it lands on its’ nose and explodes. It needs nice judgement to strike the blow hard enough to arm the mechanism without exploding the bomb.122



By the morning of 26 May, Brig. Gubbins was reportedly hopeful, but not entirely confident, of holding the Pothus position long enough for the retreated Scots Guards, together with the South Wales Borderers, to hold defensive lines nearer to the planned evacuation port of Bodø, so that the Irish Guards and Independent Companies could pass through.123 From Gen. Auchinleck’s final report:


The general plan was that the 1st Battn Irish Guards and the three Independent Companies, which were all under the command of Lt-Col Stockwell, should withdraw from the position held north of Fauske and pass through the Scots Guards, who were placed in a position on a neck of land between the sea and a lake near Hopen.

Having passed through the Scots Guards, the Irish Guards and the Independent Companies were to move straight to Bodo [sic.] and embark.

The third battalion of the 24th Guards Brigade, namely, the 2nd Battalion The South Wales Borderers, was to be placed in position across the Bodo [sic.] peninsula further to the west astride Lake Soloi.124



However, despite the efforts of the defenders, by late morning the situation was deteriorating such that Gubbins, who had come up to the front from his forward headquarters at Rognan, ordered the withdrawal to new defensive positions. In the early afternoon, the Germans resumed their attack on Pothus. While five Heinkels bombers strafed the positions on the far side of the steel bridge, other enemy troops tried to storm the ridge. Although the guardsmen of No. 1 Company fought hard and resolutely, they were gradually forced to withdraw. Guardsman Tierney was killed and Capt. O. P. Eugster wounded in the right shoulder. Lt E. FitzClarence was ordered to take most of the troops down to the suspension bridge. Half an hour later, Capt. Eugster withdrew the remaining platoon. They wrapped a wounded Guardsman in a blanket and carried him down towards the bridge, but he died on the way:


When they got to the river they found no-one there and the bridge already blown. They walked along the bank but everywhere the river, swollen by the melting snow, was too fast and too deep to ford. It did not take the Germans long to discover the position had been abandoned. They came up over the ridge and opened fire on the platoon below. The men whipped the slings off their rifles and knotted them into a chain. Guardsman [Red] Murphy stripped ‘to the buff’, tied one end of the chain round him and plunged into the river. The current, racing like a herd of wild horses, swept him a hundred yards downstream before he struck a small island near the far bank. Captain Eugster anchored himself in the middle of the current to help each man across. P.S.M Thompson remained on the bank and threw into the water any man who hesitated. All the time the Germans were getting closer and their fire more accurate. When the whole platoon was across and away, P.S.M. Thompson joined Captain Eugster on the island. The two of them lay there, shivering miserably, for three hours before the fire slackened. On the way back to Rognan, they found a boat … and crossed the Saltern river. Captain Eugster, swinging a revolver in his left hand, stalked into Btn H.Q. to report and was promptly evacuated to the hospital at Bodo [sic.].125



Elsewhere at Pothus and its environs, other companies of the Irish Guards, the Norwegians, and the Independent Companies were facing their own problems in trying to stem the German progress northwards. Lt-Col. Stockwell had hoped, despite communication problems with his hotly engaged companies and platoons of Irish Guards and Independent Companies, to use his troops on the eastern back of the river to act as the rear guard of the withdrawal.126 In the event the withdrawal was delayed until the evening, with No. 2 Company of Irish Guards and No. 3 Independent Company forced to retire to safety via the eastern bank of the river, and to then undertake a forced march across mountainous terrain. No. 4 Company of Irish Guards, heavily engaged in the vicinity of the girder bridge, received some unexpected, but very welcome, assistance from the appearance of a lone Gloster Gladiator fighter, which provided sufficient distraction for them to break off their engagemen:127


The problem of extricating the platoons was solved by a ‘deus ex machina’ A British aeroplane appeared. One old Gladiator wobbled out of the sky and shot down three Heinkels in quick succession. It then started machine-gunning the astonished and horrified Germans in their trenches. The platoons promptly withdrew under cover of this remarkable and completely fortuitous air support.128



Throughout the day, positions were strafed and bombed by German planes acting in close support of their troops. From the account of Capt. Prendergast:


No 3 Independent Company then moved up to support the line.… The day wore on and we were continually strafed by close support aircraft which ranged up and down the woods on either side if the road where we lay in defence.… There were none of our own aircraft to protect us. Three antique Gloster Gladiators had done wonders earlier on, but they were destroyed by then. Tired of this I went up to the more vulnerable right flank again where there was a Forward Observation Post of a field battery of twenty-eight pounders [sic.—actually four 25-pounder field guns manned by a detachment of the Royal Artillery Regiment]. The battery had been dive-bombed by Stukas on its’ [sic.] way to join us. I had seen the battery commander earlier, but by then he was completely exhausted and appeared shell-shocked, fir [sic.] for no more action … the signaller at the F.O. Post was through on a telephone line to the battery.… I found that they [were] receiving an urgent message from a Norwegian officer who had told them they were about to be hopelessly cut off. Not all Norwegians were on our side and uniformed quislings were creating alarm and despondency in our rear. This got so bad at times that we Indian Army officers used Pushtu to each other over the phone. I told the battery it was nonsense and it must stay where it was.

Then with the aid of the signaller, who knew the artillery orders’ jargon I was able to get ranging fire going on Pothus.… By correcting the range, using the familiar horizontal clock code … and simple [ranging] correction using the jargon ‘more’ for increasing the range and ‘less’ for reducing it and using the points of an imaginary clock laid on the ground to indicate direction … our shells were causing some confusion [as] we harassed the Germans…129



Some short-lived relief from the incessant air onslaught was afforded by the gallantry of a small detachment of the RAF, sent down from Bardufoss. Under the command of Wg Cdr Maxton, three pilots, Flt Lt Caesar Hull, Plt Off. Jack Falkson, and Lt Anthony Lydekker (a FAA armaments officer with flying experience who had volunteered to take the place of a sick pilot during the sea passage to Norway) took off for Bodø and its hastily constructed ‘airfield’—a strip of boggy level ground near the town—at midday on 26 May in their Gloster Gladiator fighters.130 Sadly, again it would be a case of too little, too late.

En route, they were fired at by distant Heinkel 111s. Upon landing, they were immediately caught up in the mud of the runway. Frantic taxiing and ground staff muscle moved the fighters to drier ground, and while planes were refuelled from four-gallon containers, softer areas of the runway were hastily and laboriously covered with wooden planking.131 While this activity was taking place, a Heinkel 111 appeared. Lydekker, disregarding the state of the runway and the incomplete refuelling of his plane, immediately took off and engaged the German bomber. From excerpts of the diary of Flight Lieutenant Hull:


…I took off just as another Heinkel 111 circled the aerodrome. God! What a take-off! Came unstuck about fifty yards from the end and just staggered over the trees. Jack followed and crashed. I thought the expedition was doomed to failure and that I had better do as much damage as I could before landing again … and set off towards the valley.

Saw some smoke rising and found a Heinkel 111 at about 600 feet. Attacked it three times, and it turned south with smoke pouring from fuselage and engines. Broke off attack to engage a Junkers 52 which crashed in flames. Saw Heinkel 111 flying south, tried to intercept and failed. Returned and attacked two Junkers in formation. Number one went into the clouds, number two crashed in flames after six people had bailed out. Attacked Heinkel 111 and drove it south with smoke pouring from it. Ammunition finished, so returned to base.132



Wg Cdr Maxton was not keen on his two pilots continuing to risk their lives taking off from the atrociously dangerous runway, but agreed to further sorties when the Army requested four hours of air patrols to cover the evacuation of some 2,000 troops by sea that night.133 It was agreed to cover the evacuation between 12 a.m. and 10 a.m. on 27 May.134 More snow boards and wire netting were laid down on the runway, and the two pilots of the remaining Gladiators arranged their flight rotas. Lt Lydekker was to take off one hour before midnight, and Flt Lt Hull at midnight.135 There were no enemy aircraft, and in their absence Hull ‘amused himself’ and the troops awaiting evacuation by ‘beating up’ their retirement vessels.136 One observer was Captain M. Burn of an Independent Company: ‘On 27 May we saw a British aeroplane for the first and almost last time.’137

After two and a half hours’ air patrol, Hull returned to the airfield, passing Falkson on the way out to relieve him. The repeated take offs and landings on the ‘gummy’ were becoming increasingly hazardous and, with that particular evacuation almost completed, it was decided to halt the air patrol and hold the two Gladiators and pilots in readiness. Hull and Lydekker enjoyed a well-earned breakfast and rested. From extracts of Hull’s diary:


Suddenly at 0800 hours the balloon went up. There were 110’s and 87’s all around us and the 87’s started dive-bombing a jetty about eight hundred yards from the aerodrome. Tony’s aircraft started at once and I waved him off, then after trying mine a bit longer got yellow and together with the fitter made a dive into a nearby barn. From there we watched the dive-bombing in terror until it seemed that they were not actually concentrating on the aerodrome. Got the Gladiator going and shot off without helmet or waiting to do anything up. Circled the ’drome, climbing, and pinned an 87 at the bottom of a dive. It made off slowly over the sea and just as I was turning away another 87 shot up past me and his shots went through my windscreen knocking me out for a while. Came to, and was thanking my lucky stars when I heard rat-tat behind me and felt my Gladiator hit. Went into a right hand turn and dive but could not get it out. Had given up hope at 200 feet when she centralised and I gave her a burst of engine to clear some large rocks. Further rat-tats from behind, so gave up hope and decided to get her down. Held off, and then crashed.138



Hull was wounded in the head and knee by the fire from the rear gunner of the Junkers 87 which had shot past him.139 He was later to be killed in the Battle of Britain. Lydekker, wounded in the shoulder, managed to nurse his battered Gladiator back to Bardufoss where it was written off.140 The two pilots had taken on the attacking force of between ten and fourteen Messerschmitt 110 fighter bombers and Junkers 87 dive-bombers, and shot down two of the attackers.

Concern that news of the intended evacuation from Norway should be kept both from the German enemy and the Norwegian ally, ideally until all evacuated troops were on the way home, was a major and growing worry to the Allied Commanders and senior officers. There were perhaps exaggerated fears about Quisling sympathisers among the Norwegian military—as expressed in the account of Captain Prendergast—but a perceived lack of support and commitment from the general population and Norwegian labour force, as well as gossip and rumours among the Allied soldiery all contributed to the almost paranoid need for continuing secrecy.141

Thus, the evacuation from the Bodø region was officially masked by deliberately uncorrected misinformation. Lord Cork and Gen. Auchinleck, concerned about having Harstad as the only major port and base in the region, had been locked in negotiation with the Norwegian civil and military authorities since mid-May for permission and assistance to form a new base further north at Tromsø. Given the rapidly deteriorating Allied position, the Norwegians were not at all keen to extend the conflict further north, particularly since Tromsø had no air defences, but finally agreed. The troop withdrawals from the Bodø region, coupled with the intense German air assault on Bodø, Harstad, and Skaanland airfield were therefore explained, or the Norwegians at least not disabused, as being part of the Allied shift in defensive strategy that would include Tromsø as an additional and more secure Allied base. Indeed, the British Royal Marine base organisation was dispatched from Harstad to Tromsø, only to be redirected en route to Scapa Flow, and its members kept incommunicado.142 Again, with no air defences at Tromsø, it was inferred that the fighter squadrons were moving from Bardufoss to Skaanland to protect Tromsø and make room for Blenheim bombers at Bardufoss.143

The British High Command had initially intended to establish a firm defensive line at Finneid, some 42 miles by road from Bodø and with good opportunity for communicating with Bodø by water.144 At Finneid, the north road crosses a bridge (subsequently blown to slow the German advance) over the outlet to a 12-mile chain of lakes. Beyond was a large glacier, Blaamannsisen, thought to be effectively barring any further easy advance northwards. Following the decision to abandon northern Norway, the British defensive line was switched to behind Finneid onto the Fauske peninsula. This was a less satisfactory defensive position, but had the attraction of being closer and more accessible to Bodø, the planned evacuation port. The decision was inexplicable to the Norwegian Army, who had only recently agreed to transfer a battalion of their troops from the Bardufoss region to Finneid to help hold up the Germans, who were advancing north to relieve their garrison at Narvik.145 The change in defensive position from Finneid to Fauske increased the risk of the Germans being able to reach Narvik. They accepted the decision with some bitterness, after being persuaded that it was part of plans for an improved defensive strategy. They could not be told of the real reason, and it was agreed that there would be three days’ grace before the British actually left, giving the Norwegians occupying ground to the north of the peninsula time and opportunity to retreat to Røsvik and from there by boat north to the Norwegian Lofoten Islands.146 In the event, the need to move the British troops towards Bodø ready for evacuation exposed the Norwegian troops to attack and losses. The main body of the men, however, minus one company on the extreme left of the abandoned Finneid position, managed to escape.

With the three Gladiators destroyed or out of action, the Luftwaffe was able to resume its air assault with impunity. On the evening of 27 May, a heavy force of bombers and dive-bombers returned to Bodø and destroyed the town and its improvised airfield.147, 148 Stockwell’s formations effected, often in small groups, the withdrawal to Rognan, where they were ferried in puffers and other small craft northwards up the Saltdal Fjord to the neighbouring townships of Fauske and Finneid. Here, the main road continues westward to the disembarkation port at Bodø. At Fauske and Finneid, troops were consolidated and reorganised, and then moved to Bodø. From the War Diary of the Irish Guards:


At midnight, the Battalion, less those unaccounted for, left Rognan by ‘Puffer’ for Finneid.… Those unaccounted for included the whole of No. 2 Company, half of Battalion H.Q. and a few men of No. 3 Company. The Battalion landed at Finneid—early on 27 May and marched to Fauske. Each little Norwegian town possessed a municipal charabanc. The one here had already been commandeered by a Major Kermit Roosevelt.149 That afternoon he delivered to the Battalion part of No. 2 Company and went back for the rest who had reached Langset on the coast road.150



No. 2 Company Irish Guards, high up in a mountain position, had received no information on the situation. Their last orders had been to hold their position, which they were doing. Late on 26 May, a solitary figure, a Norwegian interpreter on Lt-Col. Stockwell’s staff, arrived with the message which should have been passed on earlier to the Independent Company. According to the Guards’ War Diary, the reported orders and information the officer gave were as follows:


Withdraw immediately to Rognan by the quickest possible route. Why haven’t you gone? There hasn’t been another man on these mountains for the last three hours. You had better hurry if you want to get back; the Germans have occupied Pothus Wood and are moving fast on Rognan.151



Stockwell’s Irish Guards and Independent Companies effected their withdrawal from Pothus to Rognan at the head of the Saltdal Fjord. From here, they were moved on up the fjord to the Fauske area in ‘Gubbins Flotilla’.152 This consisted of a small fleet of puffers and other small local craft, under the command of Commander W. R. Fell. The craft and their mixed crews might change, and ‘most of the Norwegian crews took flight or sabotaged their engines if left for a moment unguarded’, but new craft and crews were procured and the evacuation went on.153

Another notable small-scale naval operation was that performed by the SS Ranen, a small commandeered Norwegian passenger steamer which, armed with one Bofors anti-aircraft gun, one Oerlikon, and a variety of machine guns, acted as a decoy and a general nuisance to the Germans in and around the fjords. Under the command of Cdr Sir Geoffrey Congreve, and a mixed crew of naval ratings, Irish Guardsmen, and South Wales Borderers, they harried German coastal traffic, cut the telephone cables to Narvik, and, on the night of 7 June, destroyed the oil tanks on the shores of Vestfjord.154

During the last days of May, the German air attacks on the retreating troops continued, although their main efforts appeared to be concentrating on Harstad and the shipping in the nearby fjords. One of the destroyers, Echo, later used in the Bodø evacuation, had a lucky escape during one such Harstad air raid. From the account of S. H. K. Spurgeon:


The closest Echo came to being hit was when she was refuelling alongside an oiler in Harstadt [sic.]. 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’ [sic.] stick of bombs along the tanker’s deck. Echo escaped by a few feet, but was covered in oil from the explosions when the tanker caught fire. We had just finished refuelling and went ahead, parting all wires, with our departure.155



Largely because of the Luftwaffe’s unchallenged heavy bombing, it was decided to evacuate the troops as quickly as possible using warships, rather than wait for the four liners with aircraft carrier plane protection that were promised for 2 June. This decision was vindicated when, on 28 May, a major German air assault was concentrated on Bodø, destroying the town and rendering further use of the airfield by the Allies impossible.

At Fauske the Irish Guards were spread out in positions overlooking the village, covering the road running alongside the northern shore of the fjord.156 It was only a temporary respite, allowing time for some rest and food. At midnight on 27–28 May, the Battalion marched the four miles to a new position around the hamlet of Åsen to join other Independent Company men and a small troop of four 25-pounder guns.

Major J. R. Paterson, commanding No. 4 Independent Company, recorded on the events of 27 May:


We were ordered to be prepared to move to the front.… Our task was to hold an outpost line along the fiord east of Finneid, Finneid Bridge and the neck of land in front of the Bridge, which was prepared for demolition. One of the battalions who were at present there, had dug a few positions and were retiring to the main line of defence.… I ordered the Company forward by M.T. and boat [No. 1 Platoon still had their boat available] and off I went with the Artillery Major, who was the biggest d----- fool I have ever met, and during the whole of the next few days never let his guns off once; always had some excuse why he couldn’t fire. He simply wasn’t playing.

Eventually, Company and everybody arrived with rations [etc.] which were dumped rather too far forward as it turned out.… I did not like the idea of having men in front of an un-blown bridge and having to make it a last minute demolition. However I thought, I would see to it in the morning and slept a little in a chair at a house which I had made my H.Q. Copland, with my twelve horse and carts which we had acquired for transport were about two miles away in the woods, with our blankets, rations, etc.157



Two Independent Companies remained at defensive positions at Finneid, and Norwegian troops at battalion strength guarded the passes to the north. The 2nd Battalion South Wales Borderers were positioned on the north-western corner of the peninsula near Lake Soloi as a reserve force.158 Meanwhile the Scots Guards, who had been falling back from Mo since 18 May, reached Rognan at the head of the Saltdal Fjord, some 40 miles by water to the east of Bodø and some 12 miles south of the main position at Faulke, where the Irish Guards and Independent Companies were in defensive positions, about 26 May.159 Brig. Gubbins’s plan was to bring back the Scots Guards from Rogan to Hopen, about ten miles east of Bodø, from where the troops assembled at Faulke were to withdraw through them to Bodø and embark. The Scots Guards were then, in turn, to retreat through the South Wales Borderers posted near to Bodø, and the whole force would leave Bodø between 29 May and 1 June.160

On 29 May, the order was given to evacuate, with the Scots Guards and South Wales Borderers holding the line at Lake Soloi, forming the rearguard, and being the last to leave. Nos 1 and 4 Independent Companies and the administrative staff of Bodoforce were ordered to concentrate at Bodø, ready for evacuation.

Edited excerpts from Major Paterson’s account for 29 May illustrate the confusion of the evacuation:


At 9 o’clock a motor cyclist dispatch rider arrived with orders to be prepared to withdraw at 12.00 hours and for me to report at Force Headquarters at once.… At H.Q. I got orders to start withdrawal … [and] pass a track cut by the R.E.s to the coast road. Through a position held by some others and to form a bridge-head in front of the Valnes Bridge. Then was to be held until all troops were through, then to withdraw and blow the Valnes Bridge.… Then off again to organise the withdrawal and to see that they didn’t get lost on the way back, as the track cut by the R.E.s was not easy to find.… [Later] a certain amount of Motor Transport of various sorts had by this time come up and was lifting my forward platoons to their positions near Valnes. We contacted our last troops and giving an order to an officer to see they all came back when motor trucks were available and to continue meanwhile to walk.… I also saw the Quartermaster who had got a hot meal ready. I then reported to Force Headquarters, or what I could find of them, who were about to move further back, and gave them my positions. So far so good. I thought, here I am for the night! Not a bit. Before I had been there long, one of the platoon commanders came along in a truck and told me he had been ordered by Stockwell to go right through Hoppen [sic.], twenty to twenty five miles back, where he could get a boat for Bodo [sic.]. This was a new one on me but in a minute or two Copland came up and told me Stockwell had put all sorts of Platoons, Sections and what not together and sent them off with this order.… I decided I must find Brigade [or Force H.Q.] and get proper orders.… I found H.Q. in a house two miles away. I was handed typewritten orders to the effect that a Destroyer would be at Bodo [sic.] at midnight, that is between 28 to 30 miles away. The time was now 6.30pm.… Had my platoon guarding a side road been informed? No.… I wrote orders to Copland. The Q.M. to go back with food to Bodin, everyone else by M.T. to Hoppen [sic.]. Drivers would tie-up at the roadside, and I would tell them [about the withdrawal and to collect up retiring troops].

Now for transport to get me back to Hoppen [sic.], none! Fortunately I got a lift on a motorcycle … and found the ‘side road’ platoon.… I gave them the news. ‘[I]t is now ten minutes to eight, Bodo [sic.] is about twelve miles away. The boat leaves at midnight, you’ve got to make it or you will miss the boat’. There was a laugh and a cheer and off they started. I left one officer to direct all transport with No. 4 Company on it to Bodin … arrived in Bodo [sic.] forty minutes later … what a change from the last time: nothing now in the centre but a mass of ruins. I found Major Harrison, Bodo [sic.] Commamdant [sic.] … asked him if he knew what was happening and found that he hadn’t even received the order I’d got, although he was on the distribution list.… We went off to Bodin and found the Company H.Q. and the Q.M. with the food. They were sent on to Bodo [sic.] ready for the troops when they arrived … housed them in a concrete building which had withstood the bombing.

In they came, very tired but in good order. Small parties at a time were given a meal. I went back to the cross-roads and waited, and was relieved that by 11.30 the last had passed. I was rather sad to leave my car and Norwegian driver, who shook hands on parting.… We then waited for the Destroyers. In they came, turn, tie-up, load and out in three-quarters of an hour.

This ended our Norway trip. Did we do our job? I don’t know.161



Captain Prendergast, of No. 1 Independent Company, was found a bed at Bodø through the good offices of the ubiquitous Major Kermit Roosevelt:


Kermit, seeing I was all in, had left me to sleep. The Germans had bombed the town while I slept and incendiaries had consumed the wooden houses so that only their brick chimney stacks remained, sticking up like bristles. I then discovered that we were all to be evacuated on the night of 29–30 May—the first time I had been able to check on the date for some days.… Cut off as we were in the remote north I do not think we junior officers realised what was happening in the larger theatre of the war in France.… We were embarked on the destroyer Arrow, trans-shipped to the depot ship Vindictive at sea and conveyed to the Orkneys.162



The remaining 24th Guards Brigade troops and Independent Companies were to be evacuated by destroyers to Borkenes, west of Harstad, to await final evacuation. Fortunately, the Luftwaffe attacks held off for the next twenty-four hours and Nos 2, 3, and 5 Independent Companies were taken off in three destroyers during the night of 30–31 May. The destroyers Firedrake, Vanoc, Arrow, Havelock, and Echo were the designated evacuation destroyers.163 Travelling in this manner, Captain Burn had a more comfortable voyage than his fellow officer:


We ended up at Harstad … where the [luxury liner] Lancastria took us on board and then home in convoy.… She was still fitted out with the same menus and cuisine as if for a cruise. On the notice board were printed several announcements of court-marshals [sic.] for desertion. Like my father at Gallipoil [sic.] we had been lucky to get out.164



When the Irish Guards left their Fauske positions in the early morning of 29 May, they were being followed up by an estimated 1,200 German troops of General Feurstein’s 2nd Mountain Division, reportedly only 12 miles behind them.165 The Guards passed without Luftwaffe interference, largely due to low cloud, through the Scots Guards until the evening of 30 May, when a company of defending Scots Guards at Hopen, eleven miles to the east of Bodø, blew up the bridge just as German bicycle troops were entering the village.166 The Hopen defensive position was thought to be a strong one, indeed, in the view of Captain J. Godman, commanding officer of ‘B’ Company, Scots Guards: ‘It was the first really good defensive position which the Battalion had occupied and on which the Germans could have been held’.167

It was too late for that. Hopen was lost during the night, and its defenders fell back to the next defensive line, manned by the South Wales Borderers and the rest of the Scots Guards battalion, to the south of Lake Soloi.

The withdrawal of the Irish Guards, carried out without German interference, was not, however, without incident. They found Bodø in ruins, but managed to wash, the first for many days, and to cook hot meals in the ruined and deserted houses. No. 4 Company took over the Spanish Consul’s former house. Guardsman McEvoy found an armful of silk underclothes in the wardrobes, which the officers gladly exchanged for their tattered vests and underpants.168 At midnight, the Guardsmen were given five minutes’ notice to board the destroyers Firedrake and Fame, with sailors at the head of each gangway throwing overboard anything considered superfluous.169 The ship’s doctor insisted on seeing a casualty carried aboard on a blanket-covered stretcher. The ‘casualty’ was, in fact, dead drunk. He later explained that he had found and drunk ‘one of them light Norwegian wines’—it was not, it was gin. ‘To save the reputation of the Battalion’, the Company Sergeant had knocked him unconscious with an oar and covered him with a blanket.170 The Battalion’s reputation suffered a further, arguably more damaging, setback when Lt D. Scott rushed to have a shower, but forgot to warn the ship’s officers or explain why he was wearing a highly coloured silk petticoat.171

After the evacuation of the Irish Guards and Independent Companies, it was the turn of the Scots Guards. They began their withdrawal at 7.15 p.m. on 31 May, having undergone heavy but sporadic fighting with probing German attackers. The left flank of their defences and ‘C’ Company went first, followed an hour later by the right flank, covered by ‘B’ Company.172 This company followed at 9.20 p.m. to make up and hold together with a company of South Wales Borderers, a position some 4,000 yards (2.25 miles) east of the Bodø evacuation point. By midnight, the Scots Guards were taken off by the destroyers Echo and Delight to Borkenes, arriving there at 1.00 p.m. the next day. The evacuating troops managed to bring away a considerable amount of ammunition and stores, but had to leave behind four 25-pounder guns, four Bofors guns, and the three Bren gun carriers salvaged from the Effingham. Unused, newly arrived lorries were pushed into the sea and all petrol stocks, even those held in the pumps of local garages passed en route to evacuation, drained away.173

It was left to a company of South Wales Borderers to conduct the final rearguard withdrawal. From the account of platoon commander P. Worrall:


My platoon had been allotted an area by a lovely lake up in the mountains above Bodo [sic.]. One day the Scots Guards streamed back through. The next, we were told to dump all our spare clothing, packs, bedding and rations in the lake. In those days officers had huge bedding rolls, camp beds and their own Jaeger blankets, and it was sad to see mine go. On a signal, we ran, with only our rifles, guided by 2nd Lieutenant Davies, down towards Bodo [sic.]. Platoons joined up with Companies. ‘Have a drink, Sir?’ said the Sergeant Major passing over his water bottle, but it was really strong navy rum, and he roared with laughter. We ran most of the four miles and into a warehouse on the quayside. Five minutes to get our breath back, before a destroyer came alongside. They put down ten gangplanks, never stopping the engines. In four minutes flat, hundreds and hundreds of us were taken off with the German dive-bombers trying hard to hit us. There are some exact moments in time which must remain with me for the rest of my life, like a repeat of an old film. This was one of them. From our destroyer, zig-zagging away at top speed, throwing up behind it a huge wave covering the whole of the steam, we watched the red sun lightly kiss the horizon, and gently go up again. For it was the 1st of June and the midnight sun of the Arctic.174



The evacuation from Bodø was completed during the night of 31 May to 1 June, with Brigadier Gubbins and his Brigade HQ leaving on the last destroyer.175 According to local legend, twenty-eight German cycle troops of the Zud Mountain Division, to whom the Local Authority of Bodø surrendered, were coming into sight when the last British rear-guard troops withdrew on to the quayside.176
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Capture of Narvik and Evacuation

Following the Bodø evacuation, and the virtual abandonment by the Allies of any further attempt to contest the German advance from the south, it was becoming impossible to keep from the Norwegians the Allied plans for the total abandonment of Norway to the Germans, once the town of Narvik had been taken and the iron ore loading facilities there destroyed. There had been a growing disenchantment and growing Norwegian suspicions of this possibility, but the British stance on secrecy had persisted. On 29 May, Winston Churchill had stated to the War Cabinet that there must be a few more days of delay before informing the Norwegians of the Allied intentions.1 Then, on the morning of 1 June, it was reported from Tromsø that the Norwegians, irrespective of any military implications, might decide to ask for a separate armistice. The Allied decision to completely evacuate was finally communicated to the Norwegian Government on 1 June and to Gen. Ruge, the C-in-C of the Norwegian Army, the next day.2

The secret of the evacuation had been well kept, even from senior British officers. From General Auchinleck’s final report:


The news was not imparted to my heads of services or to junior staff officers until the 29th May. In the meantime, though many steps were taken in preparation for evacuation, such as the loading of arms and stores in ships and the embarkation of certain personnel, the deception was maintained and fostered by all possible means, that these activities were concerned with the reinforcement of Bodo [sic.], the establishment of the Tromso [sic.] base or the occupation of Hammerfest and the landing ground in the far north. Thanks to the loyalty and discretion of those concerned the secret was well kept, and even those that might have suspected were kept constantly confused by conflicting rumours and bogus instructions sedulously circulated by those staff officials in the know.3



This satisfaction with the maintenance of secrecy was, understandably, not shared by our Allies. From Auchinleck’s report:


General Bethouard [sic.] was particularly anxious that the withdrawal of his [French and Polish] troops should not compromise or endanger the Norwegian troops in his sector. I shared his anxiety, which was all the more acute because His Majesty’s Government did not communicate its intention to evacuate to the Norwegian Government until 1 June, when Sir Cecil Dormer [British Minister in Norway] … was informed by Lord Cork of the decision to withdraw from Norway. Sir Cecil Dormer then told the Norwegian Government. The original programme of evacuation was timed to begin on the night of 2nd–3rd June, but was postponed twenty-four hours at the urgent request of Sir Cecil Dormer in order to enable the Norwegian Government to try to implement the so-called ‘Mowinckel Plan’.… In view of the possibility of heavy air attacks on Harstad I agreed to this postponement with great reluctance.

The Norwegian High Command was informed by its’ [sic.] Government of the impending evacuation and, after a very natural display of some anger and scorn, continued to co-operate loyally to the end, although they might, with some justification, have decided to lay down their arms at once and so gravely prejudice our withdrawal.4



The concentration on stopping or, at worst, seriously delaying the German advance northwards to Bodø trying to relieve their beleaguered garrison at Narvik, had caused a delay in the follow-up to the success gained by French, Norwegian, and Polish troops at Bjerkvik and Oyfjord, north of Narvik, on 12–13 May, intended as the stepping stone to the capture of Narvik itself. The capture and destruction of this port was now paramount.

For the Germans, the Allied successes at Bjerkvik and Oyfjord had caused dismay to Gen. Dietl, commanding the German mountain troops and the destroyer sailors displaced by the sinking of their ships at Narvik on 10 and 13 April. Dietl need more experienced soldiers, and was short of ammunition and supplies. He had ordered the holding of a defensive line from Mebyfjelde to Storebalak to the north of Narvik, both to hold off Norwegian attacks and to try to preserve this ultimate line of retreat to Sweden.5 On the evening of 13 May, Group XXI, responsible to Hitler and the OKW (the German High Forces High Command) for operations in Norway, informed OKW that the situation in the Narvik area was critical. Of the alternatives open to Dietl, any retreat towards the Bodø region to join up with Gen. Feurstein’s Second Mountain Division advancing northwards was out of the question because of his troops’ exhausted condition.6 He proposed to abandon Narvik and to try and hold a defensive bridgehead across the ore-railway line to Sweden, but urgently needed reinforcements in order to do so. Otherwise, his only option was to withdraw across the Swedish border and internment, if only temporarily, of his men.

Hitler and the OKW, well aware of the political and reputational fall-out of a military defeat at Narvik after their run of military triumphs in Poland, Denmark, Norway, the Low Countries, and, increasingly likely, France, planned or made a number of attempts to supply and reinforce their garrison at Narvik. They had tried rail reinforcement via Sweden on humanitarian grounds; attempts to send air- or glider-borne mountain troops; and an ambitious plan, still being worked on 4 June, to occupy the Bardufoss area from the north, capturing the airfield by glider troop attack and landing troops at Lyngen Fjord from the German liners Bremen and Europa.7, 8 Perhaps their most promising, and very nearly successful attempt, came from their thrust northwards.9 When the German force pursued the British towards evacuation from Bodø, another column continued northwards towards Sørfold with the objective of relieving their Narvik garrison. The German troops arrived at Bodø on 1 June, and Sørfold the next day.

At Sørfold, the forward elements of the Second Mountain Division were still some 85 miles from Narvik, and their path northwards lay through a sparsely populated, pathless mountain wilderness. From here, they commenced Operation Bueffel or Buffado, the attempt to reach, largely on foot, Narvik. Some 2,500 troops were committed, and they hoped to reach Narvik on 12 June. They endured atrocious conditions of rain, snow, fog, mud, and slush, and were supplied by air drop, with heavy weapons such as mortars and ammunition scheduled to be dropped to them just before they reached Narvik.10 On 9 June, after the Allies had captured, completed the destruction of the iron ore handling facilities and departed Narvik; the Germans halted Operation Bueffel, at Hellmobotn, nearly halfway to their objective. From here, a token force of platoon strength continued on to Narvik, arriving on 13 June.

The Allied operation to take Narvik was originally planned for the night of 24–25 May, but, at a conference between Lord Cork and Gens Auchinleck and Béthouart on 23 May, it was decided that it would be too risky an undertaking with only the one Gloster Gladiator from Bardufoss available as air cover.11 It was agreed to postpone the operation for a few days until the arrival of more air support from the squadron of Hurricanes due to arrive at Bardufoss imminently. The new date set for the assault was 11.40 p.m. on 27 May.12

During this delay, and with the Legionnaires not knowing what was happening back in France, a sense of disillusionment was beginning to set. Their CO, Lt-Col. Magrin-Vernerey, reportedly put to his officers his philosophy and plans:


It’s the essence of warfare—the maximum of detachment. If you are always asking yourself what you are fighting for, you’ll never fight at all. Cicilia for the Greeks? China for the Chinese? Morocco for the Banques?… No, you must be detached from any sort of war aims, you must just be soldiers by profession. What is my aim? To take Narvik. And why take Narvik? For the iron-ore, for the anchovies, for the sake of the Norwegians? I haven’t the faintest idea. But I shall take Narvik. Between ourselves, I don’t think it will be of any use. Either we blockade the ore by sea, in which case why bother to take the town? Or we don’t block it, on account of Sweden, or because Germany has already got plenty of iron in Lorraine, in which case it doesn’t make any difference. I don’t think I’ve ever taken part in a more useless campaign. We shan’t even get any thanks for our pains because all the big battles and the big honours will be in France in the grand flare-up.13



The assault was to be across the Rombaksfjord from the direction of Oyfjord. It would be carried out by two battalions of French Foreign Legionnaires and one battalion of Norwegian troops. They would have the firepower support of eight British Navy warships and three batteries of artillery at Oyfjord. Two French tanks would also be landed to deal with inland pockets of resistance, and Polish forces would carry out a simultaneous assault on Ankenes and the head of the Beisfjord.

Lord Cork was not able to provide the level of support that he might have wished, due to battle damage and Admiralty ship withdrawals to reinforce the Mediterranean Fleet and help in the evacuation of troops from Dunkirk and ports in Northern France. He had no capital ship and could only provide one 6-inch gun ship, the cruiser Southampton, among the eight allocated support ships. This mixed bag of ships, and their designated targets, were: 14, 15

In Rombaksfjord









	Destroyers
	Weapons
	Target



	Beagle
	Four 4.7-inch guns
	Strømnes railway station



	Fame
	Four 4.7-inch guns
	Mouths of two railway tunnels behind Forsneset



	Havelock
	Three 4.7-inch guns
	Mouth of a tunnel behind Djupviken



	Walker
	Two 4.0-inch guns
	Mouth of a tunnel behind the landing beach near Orneset





 

In Ofotfjord










	Ship type
	Name
	Weapons
	Target



	Cruiser
	Cairo
	Eight 4-inch A.A. guns
	Hill east of Vaasnik to destroy enemy positions there. A.A. defence provision and Lord Cork’s flag (Command) ship



	Destroyer
	Firedrake
	Four 4.7-inch guns
	Hill targets east of Lillevik



	Cruiser
	Coventry
	Ten 4-inch in A.A. guns
	Ridge north of Framnesodden and A.A. defence provision



	Cruiser
	Southampton
	Twelve 6-inch and eight 4-inch guns
	Fagernes promontory to destroy enemy positions and prevent reinforcements to Akenes peninsula and Ankenes positions





The warships were given firing stations some 1,000 yards offshore at enemy positions up to 2,000 yards. Southampton was dealing with targets up to 4,000 yards.16

Fame was to support the landings of the 13th Foreign Legion (Mountain) half brigade (13th DBLE) under the command of the charismatic Lt-Col. Magrin-Vernerey. According to one of his officers, Capitaine P. O. Lapie, the colonel told the Royal Navy liaison officer from Fame to instruct his captain:


Tell him plainly that we don’t want a repetition of that fooling at Bjerkvik, when you stopped firing an hour before the Legion landed. I want my chaps to land with the shells—you understand, with the shells. Otherwise, we just get in a few shots, we duck, and that’s the end. Each man takes his gun, gets ashore somehow, and after that he can go to the devil. It may seem a poor joke, but there it is…17, 18



The naval bombardment commenced as planned at 11.40 p.m. on 27 May.19 This was about the time that, far away in northern France, the evacuation from Dunkirk was starting. The bombardment was followed by troops commencing landing, initially in small numbers, from midnight.20 By 3.30 a.m., one battalion of Foreign Legion and the Narvik battalion of the Norwegian Army were ashore.21 Those landing at Orneset, about 2–3 miles north-east of Narvik, attempted to work their way around the lower slopes on either side of the Taraldsvikfjell mountain in order to control the western approaches to Narvik. The Germans at the higher levels offered strong resistance and, for a time, forced the assault troops to retire towards their beachheads.

Gen. Auchinleck’s report summarised the situation:


The enemy launched a strong counter attack from the East and the forward troops had to fight hard for a time to maintain their positions. This forward movement of the enemy enabled him to bring the landing beach under fire for an appreciable period, during which Commandant Paris, Chief of Staff to General Bethouard [sic.], was killed in a landing craft. The counter attack was beaten off and the advance inland resumed. Two French tanks were ferried across … and landed successfully, but unfortunately they were bogged down on the beach and played no part in the operation for the capture of the town.22



Excerpts from Capitaine Lapie’s account give the foot-soldiers’ ground-level view of the assault:


On our right, the ridge fell abruptly to a beach. This was Narvik beach, called the Taraldsvik. A few houses stretched as far as the shore. There were one or two inns near the wharf and a stream rippled merrily to the sea. It was very warm. We pictured to ourselves what this place must have been like in normal times.… And now a tank was landed.… It crawled forward, then stopped with a rumbling noise. It had got stuck in the clay and was unable to move. Another tank, sent to the rescue, had met with a similar fate.… Progress from Seynes was exasperatingly slow. We had only one battalion of the Legion, and that was under strength; a Norwegian battalion had just reached the expanded bridgehead. The English planes, which had appeared on the scene, and had been keeping a careful watch since eight o’clock the previous evening, ended their patrol at three o’clock.… German bombers appeared overhead.

They attacked the transports and the warships … and bombed and machine-gunned our front lines.… The situation here was serious, and before long it got worse. Going in an easterly direction, the ridge of Orneset descended into a pass which climbed from the other side and led to the railway.… The Germans, threatened with encirclement in Narvik, had only one line of retreat: this was the railway along the Rombaken.… The Germans therefore had to defend its approaches fiercely. This they did with considerable skill. The legionnaires had been fighting since midnight. They had scaled and captured Orneset, and were moving to the assault of plateau 457. Everywhere they had met with strong resistance. Though they had discarded their baggage, they were panting, sweating under the sun, parched [for there was no water] and advancing with the sun in their eyes against an enemy who fired at them from behind rocks high above them.… The aerial attacks had made the men slacken; they began to feel exhausted. The Germans took advantage of this and proceeded to infiltrate. Then they counter-attacked, pressing heavily against the Norwegians. This counter-attack succeeded … the Germans broke through lower down … and brought up their machine-guns. They moved to cut off the troops engaged on the slopes from the beach at Orneset. In fact, they were already raking with [machine-gun] fire the place where we had landed.… Commandant Paris, standing upright in an armoured boat [sic.] left to deliver his report to the General.

 

‘Lie down’ said the officer on board, as he closed the casement.

‘It doesn’t matter. You’ve only got to go straight ahead. I’m alright’

At that moment a burst of machine-gun fire struck him down.’23



Capitaine Lapie reported to the Colonel:


‘I’ve been seeing to the ammunition…the ship’s just blown up.’

‘Don’t tell the men’

‘I won’t’24



Later, the supporting artillery battery, in an effort to relieve the German pressure, opened fire on plateau 457. The shells, however, fell among the Legionnaires. Fame also opened fire onto the same spot. After stopping the friendly fire, the colonel ordered a counter-attack.25

The strong German resistance and counter-attack, aided by their Luftwaffe, had allowed them to hold on at Taraldsvikfjell long enough to prevent the French and Norwegian troops from driving forward on to Narvik until their garrison there was able to withdraw eastwards. They did so along the southern coastline of the Beisfjord towards a defensive position at Sildvik, and succeeded in holding up the Allied assault for some twelve hours until midday on 28 May.26 German troops at Ankenes, facing Allied landings around Haakvik, retired across the Beisfjord in order to avoid being cut off, after successfully holding off their Polish attackers for several hours. From the Polish account of Filipow and Wawer:


The goals of the Polish attack were Ankenes, Nyborg and Bejsfiord [sic.]. The latter was the most important, since it would bring the Polish troops into the direction of the enemy withdrawal from the Narvik peninsula. The head on attack at Ankenes met very strong German resistance. Hill 295, which blocked the town, was won on 29 May.27



Although forward elements of Polish and French troops had made some contact at Beisfjord the previous day, for the Polish troops on their right wing, the main direction of attack were hills 650 and 733.28 After hard fighting, the winning of these hills allowed entry to Nyborg and the shore of the Beisfjord. The retiring Germans took up mountainous defensive positions to the north and east, only a few miles from the Swedish border.

Capt. (R.N.) Maund, Chief of Staff to Lord Cork, confirmed the ferocity of the Polish troops’ engagement:

The Poles at Ankenes had had some stiff fighting. They made contact with the Germans on the high ground half-way along the peninsula. The fighting was bitter and the Poles were forced to withdraw. Having withdrawn a little, they suddenly realised what they had done and the hated Hun had been the cause of their withdrawal, so they pulled themselves together and went straight into the attack again. To their surprise they found the Germans too had withdrawn and it was now only necessary to make them go faster down into the village of Beisfiord [sic.] at the head of the fiord that separated Ankenes from Narvik. But they arrived too late to intercept the Germans retreating from Narvik on Hundalon [sic.] to the eastward.29

The Polish troops of the Independent Podhalanska Rifle Brigade lost ninety-seven killed, twenty-eight missing, and 189 wounded in the fighting in Norway.30

The Luftwaffe tried to support its ground forces with heavy bombing raids against Allied positions and the ships at Narvik and Harstad. For a number of days, the German bombers only had the anti-aircraft guns of the warships to trouble them—while the skies above Narvik were clear, the airfield at Bardufoss was fogbound and the RAF fighters there were grounded.31 During this four day period, the Luftwaffe was reportedly able to operate its Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers from an airfield at Mosjøen some 200 miles to the south.32 At 5 a.m. on 28 May, some thirty bombers arrived overhead. Lt J. Mosse, on the bridge of the destroyer Havelock, recounted the scene:


Above the general din, we heard the scream of a dive bomber as it roared out of the sky and dropped two bombs just astern of Southampton. Arriving in formations of fifteen or twenty planes at a time, they bombed us incessantly for two hours. Everyone increased to full speed and manoeuvred independently within the narrow limits of the fiord which was only three miles wide. The valley reeked with the bitter stench of cordite fumes from the guns. Time and again the ships were hidden from one another by vast columns of water. For a few moments a curtain of water completely bridged the entrance to Rombaksfjord. The conversation on the bridge went:

‘One’s coming in on the starboard side sir’

‘He’s diving, sir.’

‘Hard astarboard. Three hundred revolutions.’

‘Bombs dropped, sir.’

‘Three coming from astern, out of the sun, sir.’

‘Port thirty.’

‘Southampton’s getting a bit close, sir.’

‘Hard aport.’

‘One bearing green nine o. He’s diving, sir.’

‘I’ll kill the next … who says that. Starboard thirty.’

‘Down everybody.’33



The bombarding ships were forced to take what evasive action they could, but HMS Cairo was unable to avoid all the bombs. From Havelock (Cdr E. B. K. Stevens), Lieutenant Mosse noted:


Cairo’s hit! She had caught two bombs, one just before the bridge, one just abaft. She stooped for a short time with smoke and flames pouring from her, then, to our intense relief, she got under way again and smothered the fire. Besides carrying the Admiral, she had on board the Gens Auckinleck [sic.] and Berthouart [sic.], and we were ordered alongside to take off the Gens and staff. As we were securing we glanced up at her bridge. There, utterly unmoved and glaring down from the side in a tin hat, was the red monocled face of Admiral of the Fleet, the Earl of Cork and Orrery, better known as ‘Ginger’ Boyle, whom Lawrence of Arabia had once described as ‘white-hot’. ‘Good morning Steve’ he said laconically.34



The Cairo had thirty casualties, killed and wounded, but was able to make her way back to the United Kingdom.

The Germans retreated from Narvik and its environs along the railway line towards the Swedish frontier where, since 25 May, by arrangement with neutral Sweden, four railway trains had been waiting on the Swedish side of the border with Norway to remove the evacuating German troops, presumably into internment.35 Their withdrawal from Narvik had been greatly influenced by their increasing shortage of ammunition and the physical exhaustion of their men. As they retreated towards the head of the Rombaksfjord, they blew up the railway tunnels to slow down the Foreign Legionnaires, who followed up as far as the narrows at Straumen, half way along the fjord. The Polish troops pursued other German remnants from Beisfjord north-eastwards towards the railway line, and by 2 June, Narvik had been taken, together with 200 prisoners and a cost of thirty killed and eighty wounded. The French, Polish, and Norwegian men had fought with great determination in achieving their success, while in complete ignorance of the British and French Governments intention of abandoning Narvik once its iron ore loading facilities had been destroyed, and then evacuating completely from Norway. They were also in ignorance of how close-run the battle had been:


Thus ended an operation which, in my opinion, reflects great credit on the judgement and pertinacity of General Bethouard [sic.] and on the fighting qualities of his troops. Reconnaissance after the capture of the town revealed the full difficulties of landing on the beach close to the town and the wisdom of the plan finally adopted. Though he knew of the decision to evacuate Norway before the operation started, General Bethouard [sic.] persevered with his plan, and the vigour with which the advance eastwards was pressed after the capture of the town drove the enemy back on his main position covering Sildvik and Hundalen [sic.], thus making it difficult for him to attempt a counter-attack against Narvik at short notice; this enabled the subsequent evacuation to be carried out under more favourable tactical conditions than at one time seemed likely. Never the less, it is my considered opinion that the operation was carried out with the barest margin for safety, and for this reason might well have resulted in failure. Not only had the strength of the first echelon to be put ashore to be limited to 290 men, but this small force had to maintain itself unsupported for forty five minutes. Had the enemy been able to launch an immediate counter-attack the result might have been disastrous.36



After the loss of Narvik, the Germans still held positions in the Bjørnfell mountains and at Rundfjell and the Haugfjell, lying to the west.37 The Norwegians had three battalions poised to take Rundfjell with an attack from the north. However, with the Allies’ urgent need to evacuate Norway completely before the Luftwaffe found out and seriously jeopardised its success, they took over from the French the main part of the line north of the Rombaksfjord and, pushing forward on the other flank, occupied the frontier post and positions east of Rundfjell.38 All they were able to do thereafter, with their Allies preparing to leave them, was to withdraw, or remain in static positions in order to allow them time to demobilise and disperse their forces before the Germans completely took over the whole of Norway. They managed to secure a preliminary armistice with the Germans to come into effect from midnight on 9–10 June. Gen. Ruge elected to stay behind with his troops in order to lead, and hopefully secure the best possible terms for a formal armistice, with Gen. Fleisher accompanying his King, Royal Family, and Government into exile in the United Kingdom in the cruiser Devonshire to continue the fight against the Axis of Germany and Italy, who had declared war on Britain and France on 10 June 1940.39

Although their land forces were on the point of losing Narvik, the Luftwaffe continued the violence of their air assault. On 2 June, wave after wave of bombers, escorted by Me 110 fighter bombers, laid siege on Narvik and Harstad.40 In addition to the disabling of the Cairo, they laid waste the business quarter of Narvik. That day, with improvement in the flying weather, the two squadrons of Gloster Gladiators and Hurricanes flew seventy-five sorties, resulting in twenty-four combat engagements and the destruction of at least nine German planes, reportedly without loss.41 However, eyewitness accounts of the confused air fighting of that day say that there were losses:


It was about two hours later that the second notable run of engagements of the afternoon began. Lew and Wilk were the heroes of it … they were on patrol along the Swedish border inside Norway when they met up with a couple of Junkers 88’s [sic.], a pretty good and powerful job of aircraft production. Our boys launched a simultaneous attack on a picked machine of the couple. The Junkers flew off towards Sweden, Lew following. He let it have another burst from astern. The Junkers then avoided action by dodging into a cloud. Coming out of this rather unsatisfactory barney, Lew missed his partner. And poor old Wilk was never seen again. Conjecture was that he had been shot down in that first attack. Lew thought Wilk might have crashed in Swedish territory. He wasn’t sure himself, that chasing after the Junkers hadn’t taken him over the border.42



Having captured Narvik, the Allies set about the destruction of its iron ore handling facilities. The damage was greater than anticipated, caused during the First and Second Naval Battles, subsequent bombardments, and German bombing. The occupying troops found that the ore quays and electricity supply system had been totally destroyed, and the railway line and tunnels for 2 miles east of Narvik partially destroyed. Some twenty ships were sunk in the harbour, and it was thought that little or no iron ore would be exported from Narvik for about a year.43 Captain Maund stated:


Narvik as a port would not be available for the shipment of iron-ore for many months to come because of the fourteen [sic.] sunken merchant vessels in the harbour and the destruction of the railway and loading wharves by the Germans.… It may be asked why did we make the final attack on Narvik knowing before the operation took place that a general withdrawal was to follow in a few days? The answer was a simple one. By driving the Germans out of the Narvik peninsula and away up the railway among the mountains … the enemy could not interfere with the [evacuation] operation, or report its’ [sic.] progress and the movement of ships to Headquarters at Trondheim. Furthermore the force needed to contain the enemy at Hundalon [sic.] during the withdrawal was negotiable and the withdrawal of even this force could be effected without the enemy’s knowledge. The seizure of Narvik was not only the job we had set our hearts upon but it was actually part of the plan for evacuation.44



Almost immediately after the capture of Narvik, the planning and execution of the withdrawal began. A phased withdrawal was decided upon, and some (now no longer required) stores and equipment—a few French tanks and field artillery—had been sent back to the United Kingdom in late May using vessels already in northern Norway, and escorted by armed trawlers.45 Some 1,000 troops from Gubbins force had also been sent directly to the United Kingdom from Bodø between 29 and 31 May in the fleet repair ship Vindictive. Arrangements had been made to bring the King of Norway, the Crown Prince, members of the Norwegian Royal Family, the Norwegian Government, French and Polish embassy staff, and members of the Corps Diplomatique—in all some 461 men and women—back to the United Kingdom in the cruiser Devonshire from Tromsø late on 7 June.46

The remaining 24,500 British, French, and Polish troops, and as much artillery and ammunition as could be transported, were programmed to leave during the first week of June. Lord Cork had anticipated having the use of a large cruiser, the anti-aircraft cruisers, and some ten destroyers under his command in Norwegian waters, for the protection of the ships carrying the men during the evacuation. He asked the Admiralty for five more destroyers for patrol work while the troops were being moved to the larger ships waiting someway off shore. In the event, even before the evacuation began he had lost the service of two of his anti-aircraft cruisers, Curlew and Cairo, sunk and disabled respectively by German aircraft, and a destroyer damaged.47 Other than the three destroyers screening the Ark Royal—Diana, Acheron, and Highlander—and the two screening Glorious—Ardent and Acasta—he only had six: Havelock, Fame, Firedrake, Beagle, Echo, and Delight. These were fully occupied ferrying troops to the evacuating transports and protecting the anchorages against attack. The Admiralty spared him three further ships—Arrow, Walker, and the sloop Stork. On the positive side, the aircraft carriers Ark Royal and Glorious had arrived on 2 June, and their aircraft were able to provide some air cover for the embarking troops.

The protection by fighters from the Ark Royal was continued for the last evacuation convoy during the early stages of their passage.48 The Glorious had a more complex and tragic part to play in the evacuation, which will be explored later in the chapter. She carried her own aircraft, but her primary task was to evacuate what Gloster Gladiator fighters could be flown onto her from Bardufoss and return them to Britain. The weather conditions also helped. From Auchinleck’s report:


The weather throughout the evacuation period, the 3rd to 8th June, remained generally overcast and dull. I can only assume that it was to this factor and to the genuine fear which our fighter aircraft had succeeded in inspiring in German bombers that the embarkation of the 27,000 men [sic.] composing the force was carried out with practically no interference from the air.… As it was, the embarkation proper was carried out without a casualty, although there were losses from enemy aircraft attacks during the period.49



The evacuation did proceed in orderly fashion. The planning boiled down to breaking the evacuating troops and units into ‘Lifts’, deciding the sequence of said lifts, and allocating ships, mainly destroyers, to lifts and embarkation points.50 The main concern was the lack of spare craft; if one destroyer failed to keep to the schedule, then the programme would be thrown into chaos.51 The destroyers then took their ‘lift’ to the nominated troop ship lying out to sea:


There was a delay in loading the transports from the destroyers at the fiord chosen for the first day owing to the heavy swell, despite days of calm weather, and the destroyers clocked in late at Harstad on their return journey.… On the following days more sheltered water was used and the ferry service ran to schedule. The work done by the destroyers during these five days was magnificent. They never stopped—there was no rest—and always they were either steaming in pilotage waters or lying alongside ships in a bit of seaway. Gradually the back areas were cleared and then the more forward areas, and still without any opposition from the enemy.… All the time we had to pretend to our Norwegian friends that our movements meant nothing—a most hateful thing to do—but what alternative was there? The safety of the ships mattered more than anything else.52



In the immediate pre-evacuation lull, Gen. Auchinleck tried to get around his troops, visiting them to check that the embarkation plans were understood and proceeding satisfactorily. On 2 June, the recipients of his visits were the Scots and Irish Guards:


Lieutenant General Auchinleck, who had succeeded Lord Cork in supreme command, visited the (S.G.) Battalion at Borkenes, ten miles west of Harstad. He was the first General to do so during the Campaign. The Battalion left Norway on 5 June and travelled back to the United Kingdom on the Franconia as part of a large convoy. At about 0700 on the 10th, the day Italy declared war on the Allies the convoy arrived back in Scotland.53



From the account of the Irish Guards:


General Auchinleck, the G.O.C. came over to Ervic [sic.] to present decorations.… It was a sad day for P.S.M. McCleary, the Transport Sergeant. With tears in his eyes he watched his spotless trucks being driven, one after another off the quay and into the sea.54



Gen. Béthouart had waited at Narvik until the main body of his French and Polish troops had been withdrawn to waiting puffers for transportation, via destroyers to the waiting troopships lying offshore. Before their withdrawal, the final railway tunnel and several hundred yards of rail track had been blown up.55 Most of the civilian population of Narvik had left the town, and Gen. Fleischer, facing isolation, had prudently withdrawn his Norwegian troops to the north, to avoid further contact and conflict with the Germans while an armistice was being attempted.

For the voyage back to the United Kingdom and France, Lord Cork organised his evacuating troopships into two main groups, and his store ships into a separate ‘slow convoy’, and then distributed his few escorts as best he could among them.

Group One, escorted by the fleet repair-ship Vindictive, consisted of the large troopships, pre-war luxury liners, Monarch of Bermuda, Batory, Sobieska, Franconia, Lancastria, and Geordic. Between them they carried home 15,000 troops. Too big and too tempting a target for the Luftwaffe to come into coastal waters, the liners stayed some 180 miles offshore and were brought closer in, two at a time, to take on board troops brought to them in destroyers.56 In the Group One ‘fast’ convoy travelled the main fighting troops or infantry: the Scots and Irish Guards, South Wales Borderers, and French and Polish contingents.

The French and Polish contingents had withdrawn from Narvik and its environs. The French Foreign Legionnaires left:


One by one the sections went down, the men marching in file with their packs loaded, thirty feet apart, at the steady pace of legionnaires.… As we were being transported by warship, the only baggage we were allowed to take was a single pack each. We had to leave behind the ammunition, cars [vehicles], mules, 25mm guns, and even the chests containing the company records. Captain Amilakwari, loudly protesting, utterly refused to abandon his 25’s. ‘I’ll throw them in the sea,’ he said, ‘rather than leave a single lock or bolt.’

…The Muleteers were loath to part with their animals. They talked to them in Spanish under the birch trees, stroked them, caressed them, sang them a last Spanish-Arab song which they loved and, with tears in their eyes, leapt into the boats.57



Given the catastrophic position in which France now found itself, it had been agreed that the French contingent from Norway were to be directly transferred there.58 They sailed home in the first convoy:


…the 13th D.B.L.E. having evacuated Narvik on 4 June, embarking Harstad the next day, returning to Brest, via Glasgow, where they disembarked on 8 June [sic.] only to be greeted by the port officer who told them ‘The Germans entered Paris this morning.’59



One company of the French Chasseurs remained at Harstad to man an outer ring rearguard, with the final quayside rearguard consisting of Royal Engineers and Military Police.60 From the Regimental Records and personal accounts of troops evacuated in the Group One troopships:


At midnight [on 3 June] … the destroyer Echo took [the Scots Guards] out to the liner Lancastria, who lay off the coast for three days while the convoy assembled round her, and sailed for England on the 8th. Some 300 miles off Trondheim in a calm sea and clear skies the convoy underwent an incendiary bomb attack from two German bombers. Their convoy was saved from further bombing by a thick bank of mist, in which the convoy took refuge.61



On 10 June—two months after leaving Wellington Barracks in London—the Lancastria berthed at Greenock in Scotland:


On 8 June … the South Wales Borderers battalion, all in one piece and in marvellous heart were ferried out to the enormous Cunard White Star liner Franconia. We were leaving Norway … after barely seven weeks … [and] sailed at top speed for home.62



This first group set off in the early hours of 7 June and, by prior arrangement, were met early the next day by the battleship Valiant and her screen of four tribal-class destroyers: the Tartar, the Mashona, the Bedouin, and the Ashanti. They were later joined by a close convoy escort of five destroyers, the Atherstone, the Wolverine, the Witherington, the Antelope, and the Viscount, which had been delayed by thick fog. As they approached the Clyde, the Valiant and her destroyers left the convoy, which arrived safely in Scotland on 10 June.

The second group of troops carrying the remaining 10,000 men were evacuated on 7–8 June in the liners Oransay, Ormonde, Anandora Star, and Duchess of York, and the three Irish Sea packets Royal Ulsterman, Ulster Prince, and Ulster Monarch. These latter three ships were small enough to dock alongside at Harstad. The Ulster Monarch was ordered to remain until last to take off the final rearguard and stragglers. There should have been an eighth troopship, but the Vandyck had been bombed and sunk off Aandalsnes on her way to the rendezvous.63 The troopships were to be escorted by the cruiser Southampton, the anti-aircraft cruiser Coventry and the destroyers Havelock, Fame, Firedrake, Beagle, and Delight. Rear Admiral Vian in Coventry was in charge of the convoy, and Lord Cork, accompanied by Gens Auchinleck and Béthouart, sailed in the Southampton. The Ark Royal accompanied the convoy, and her aircraft and screen of three destroyers, Diane, Acheron, and Highlander, searched for possible enemy submarines, surface ships, and aircraft. The convoy duly arrived unscathed at the ports in the United Kingdom some two days later.

The two squadrons of the RAF, one of Gloster Gladiators and the other Hurricanes at Bardufoss, and the anti-aircraft guns protecting them, had to be kept in action until the very last moment, until the evacuation was on the point of completion, in order to prevent Luftwaffe interference in the operation. It meant leaving behind, destroyed or disabled if time allowed, aircraft, guns, and ammunition. Given the need for absolute secrecy, even from the Norwegians, about the impending evacuation, little or no advance notice could be given to the Royal Artillery gunners and RAF ground staff. There was a distinct danger of some personnel not being able to make good their escape. Capt. A. B. MacDonald stated:


[At Bardufoss] on the 3rd June, 1940, the Battery Commander [Major V Hoskins] paraded the men on the gun site, south of the aerodrome, and told them that secret orders had been received to be prepared to move off by 1600 hours that day, equipped light and without arctic kit. The order was subsequently held in abeyance.… Secrecy was to be observed and none but those actually told to go were told until half an hour beforehand. At 22.30 on 4 June 2nd Lieutenant T. A. Carew quietly slipped into the tents of the men of his section and told them to board a lorry which had been secreted in the woods. The lorry moved off, seemingly empty, on a routine trip to Soreissa [sic.]. This was repeated on the second night when Captain J.N.P. Adams conducted a party from each gun site.… By this time the remainder knew perfectly well that the whole of the country was to be evacuated but since they knew that their lives might depend on it, they made a fine show of making out that the site was normal and fully manned. The third movement was postponed for twenty four hours, and on the 7th June 2nd Lieutenant K.G. Hay left with twenty eight other ranks at 0100 hours.64



They only reached Sørreisa, their port for embarkation, at 8.20 a.m. due to heavy congestion on the poor, single-track road. From Capt. Maund:


We had one little spot of bother when embarking R.A.F. personnel at Sorreisa [sic.].… They had brought down with them from Bardufoss some thirty German pilots and crews of aircraft captured during the operations. The Norwegian Colonel in charge demanded that they should remain with him, since he was responsible for them and we must not take them away. It crossed our minds the poor man imagined he would be better off when the Germans came if he could hand back the pilots. So we told him that the question of the pilots was no concern of his, his General was at Harstad and it was for the General to decide when they reached Harstad. They must be embarked at once. Needless to say the destroyers next stop was a great ship anchored fifteen miles to the west of Harstad and the Germans were unable to take part in the Blitz on England.65



The anti-aircraft battery personnel and RAF ground staff were taken on board two destroyers for transfer to the Arandora Star:


After two hours fast steaming larger vessels were seen on the horizon. Before all could be embarked, or rather transhipped to the trooper Arandora Star, a message was received that a naval action was pending. Off went the destroyers in one direction and the Arandora Star in another.… Depth charges were dropped all round the rear of our convoy [and] at 21.45 hours the aircraft carrier at our starboard side [Ark Royal] was heavily engaged with hostile aircraft.66



The remainder of the voyage was successfully completed by the Arandora Star and she entered the Clyde on 13 June.

While troops were the paramount priority for evacuation, it was hoped that as many armaments, ammunition, vehicles, and equipment as possible could also be evacuated back to France and the United Kingdom. Particular emphasis was for material that would be of immediate use in helping defend the Allied homelands. To that end, Lord Cork had arranged for a convoy of merchantmen to be sent to Norway. This ‘Slow Convoy’, made up of two groups, was loaded and sailed on 7 June from Harstad, and consisted of the store ships Blackheath, Oligarch, Harmatton, Cromarty, Firth, Theseus, Acrity, Coxwold, and Couch. They were escorted by the destroyer Arrow, the sloop Stork, and ten armed trawlers. The group from Tromsø consisted of the Oil Pioneer, Yermont, Arbroath, and Nyakoa, with an escort of four armed trawlers.

Gen. Auchinleck’s final report details what was saved and what had to be left behind or destroyed.67 Six 25-pounder field artillery, twenty-one Bofors light AA, and five 3.7-inch heavy AA guns were shipped home, but (although not on the scale of losses in northern France and Dunkirk) appreciable quantities of ammunition had to be abandoned, viz: 4,000 rounds of 25 and 18-pounder shells, 10,000 of 3.7-inch heavy AA, 8,000 of 40-mm Bofors light AA, 1,600 of 3-inch mortar, and 5,000 of 2-inch mortar. Some 390 vehicles—lorries, troop carriers, motorcycles, and twenty-eight Field Ambulances—were loaded, and 340 mules were put aboard the SS Theseus. However, 400 vehicles had to be left behind, mainly 15-cwt trucks, and 60 per cent of these abandoned vehicles were rendered useless by the smashing of cylinder blocks, carburettors, distributors, batteries, and back axles.68 Tyres were deflated and tyre walls slashed.

The Gladiator and Hurricane pilots at Bardufoss had their own evacuation plans and problems. The ten slower landing Gladiators would attempt to fly onto the aircraft carrier Glorious for return to the United Kingdom. One of the pilots recounted:


Led by a Swordfish, our ten Gladiators … began to take off for the aircraft carrier at a quarter to midnight on 7th June in sections following each other at half-hourly intervals. All the aircraft made successful landing. The aircraft carrier was the Glorious.69



The Hurricanes, heavier and with a faster landing speed than the obsolescent Gladiators, were not thought able to land on an aircraft carrier. It had never been tried. The ten planes were ordered to be destroyed as soon as the evacuation was finished. However the squadron CO, Leader K. B. Cross, requested that the ten remaining serviceable Hurricanes should at least be allowed to attempt a landing on Glorious.70 His commanding officer, after some argument and haggling, finally agreed to the attempt being made. Four other Hurricanes, damaged beyond local repair, had been dismantled, crated up and sent back by sea to the United Kingdom, and Bardufoss airstrip was rendered unusable, at least in the short term, by the digging of some 120 craters at the last minute, 12.30 a.m. on 8 June.71 From Sqn Ldr Cross’s account of the last days:


Well, we covered the evacuation for two days, and on the last day Jerry really woke up to what was going on. The day started at 3am and a raid on our aerodrome, which we dealt with in undress, our standby section having been ordered off to Narvik a few minutes before…

It was a hell of a day but we managed to keep them off Narvik [sic., possibly Harstad?]; while they took the troops off and no ships were bombed. We knocked down four confirmed that day and hit three or four more…

We left at 0045 hours dead beat, but as we left we were pleased to see the Skuas of the Fleet Air Arm [from Royal Oak] coming in to cover the embarkation of our troops who had a destroyer standing by for them at a little fishing village seventeen miles away. We were navigated by a Swordfish at 100 knots and the old Hurricanes had to do some fairly hearty zigzagging to keep behind…72



It was to be the first time that the fast landing-speed Hurricanes had ever attempted to land on the short pitching deck of an aircraft carrier. A sandbag in the tail-frame of the aircraft, to help keep the tail down when full brakes were applied on touchdown, was the aircraft’s only (hastily-improvised) safety aid. Glorious was to do her part by steaming into the wind at her top speed of 29–30 knots. Flt Lt P. G. Jameson, Second in Command of No. 46 Squadron, leading the first test landing of three Hurricanes on the evening of 7 June, reported:


The Captain of the Glorious kept his word. When we saw the Glorious it was going flat out, with steam pouring out of every rivet hole. While we waited for a signal to land on, Sergeant Taylor went down and made a perfect landing on the carrier. When I tackled him about it later, he said he had engine trouble, but I suspect he really wanted to be the first chap to land a Hurricane on a carrier.73



Sqn Ldr Cross, led in the waiting seven Hurricanes:


It wasn’t a nice feeling knowing that if we couldn’t get back on the deck there was no way out, and remember that we had gone to the trouble of hoisting them aboard in the first place as the Air Ministry having had trials, pronounced it as being impractical. However, we had taken the precaution of setting our brakes pretty coarsely without too much risk of going on our noses The Navy again were full out and as there was a fresh breeze blowing we had 35 knots over the deck and they all came on like birds. Most of the boys were pretty tired, and after some very welcome eggs and bacon and cocoa we all turned in.74



When Cross went up to the bridge to report to Capt. D’Oyly-Hughes, instead of the expected congratulations he found the Captain ‘complaining about how long we had taken to do it.’75 Clearly the Captain was in a hurry to leave.

With the troops gone, Harstad was a forlorn place for the abandoned Norwegian people. From Capt. Maund:


In Harstad it was a sorry walk down to the jetty. We were leaving numbers of Norwegians who had been good to us, we had been cheating them of the truth for the past few days and we were leaving them with a number of houses destroyed or damaged.… Somehow it was a joy to see some of the villagers going away out of the town with sacks full of tinned goods from our canteens and supply depots, for the stuff was being given away as there was no time to embark it.76



The evacuation had been successfully carried out, in that a large body of men had been taken off without loss or interference from the German Navy. However, tragedy was to come for the Royal Navy, equally in ignorance of German naval plans. With the Luftwaffe and Wehrmacht in full pomp, gaining all the adulation and plaudits in the Fatherland for their successes in Poland, France, the Low Countries, and Norway, the performance of the German naval arm had been abysmal. Almost all their destroyers had been sunk at Narvik; German warships had been unable to prevent severe losses and disruption of their merchant ships attempting the short passage across the Skagerrakand Kattegat from Allied submarines, albeit with heavy losses of the submarines operating there; and the German U-boat arm had been totally ineffective and withdrawn from operations because of torpedo failures.

Grand Admiral Raeder badly needed a successful operation to justify the future of a credible surface fleet, before the Fatherland completed its conquest of Western Europe.77 The German High Command was persuaded to commit all their available heavy ships to a grand last hurrah in northern Norway. This ‘Operation Juno’ was envisaged as the vehicle for a number of possible offensive operations: to put the Allied base at Harstad out of action by naval bombardment, to force its way into Ofotfjord to storm Narvik and bring succour and supplies to its beleaguered garrison there, to attack and destroy Allied convoys bringing supplies and men to northern Norway. A powerful force, consisting of the battle-cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, the heavy cruiser Hipper and the four destroyers Galster, Lody, Steinbrink, and Schoeman, was assembled under the command of Admiral Wilhelm Marschall and left Kiel at 7 a.m. on 4 June. His orders were to carry out an attack on Andfjord and Vaagsfjord and destroy enemy warships, transports, and installations found there. If events and circumstances proved favourable, then an attack on Ofotfjord and Narvik would follow.78 At 7.55 p.m. on 7 June, Admiral Marschall received a report on an Allied convoy, travelling westwards off Andfjord at 1.25 p.m., followed by reports of two Allied aircraft carriers about 45 miles north of Ardennes at 2 p.m.

Rightly suspecting that the Allies were actually withdrawing their forces from Norway, Admiral Marschall decided to postpone his immediate target of Harstad, planned for attack on the night of 8–9 June, and search for the reported convoys and aircraft carriers travelling towards the United Kingdom. He informed his Group Headquarters of his changed plan at 3 a.m. on 8 June, and altered on to an intercepting course. Group West did not approve of his proposal and reminded him, at 4.30 a.m., that the destruction of enemy forces in the Harstad–Narvik area remained a primary objective.79

At about 5.30 a.m., the German Task Force found the 5,000-ton tanker Oil Pioneer and her escorting trawler Juniper (both from the Tromsø slow convoy), and sank both ships, picking up twenty-five survivors from the tanker and four from the trawler. Scharnhorst and Hipper then flew off reconnaissance aircraft, who quickly reported nearby targets: a large merchant ship, the 20,000-ton former liner Orama, and a hospital ship, Atlantis. Hipper was detached to deal with them. The Orama was returning to the United Kingdom without escort, empty of troops because she had arrived in Norway with insufficient oil or water to await a return, loaded, with the main convoys. She did, however, have on board some 100 German prisoners of war. The Hipper jammed Orama’s SOS signals and sank her at 11.06 a.m., picking up 275 survivors. The other ship was the hospital ship Atlantis. The Atlantis, which had not attempted to use her wireless to communicate the German presence, was, in accordance with the Geneva Convention, allowed to proceed on her way, unmolested by the German warship, on the understanding that she did not use her wireless to reveal the German positions. At 2 p.m., Admiral Marschall detached the Hipper and his four destroyers to Trondheim to refuel from the pre-positioned oiler Dittmarschen, and continued north with Scharnhorst and Gneisenau to search for the British aircraft carriers reported to be operating in the Andenes area.

In addition to the escorted Allied convoys returning to the United Kingdom, there was one other British naval force at sea. At 2.53 a.m. on 8 June, the aircraft carrier Glorious had been detached from the main group of ships leaving Norwegian waters and sent ahead of the main escorting force—the Ark Royal, two cruisers and eight destroyers—who were screening the main convoy carrying 12,000 evacuated troops. The Glorious had only a light screen of two destroyers: the Acasta (Cdr C. E. Glasfurd) and Ardent (Lt-Cdr J. F. Barker). To this day there is controversy as to why she sailed separately, only a few hours ahead of the other ships.

Officially, she left early because she was short of fuel. However, this explanation has been widely criticised by naval historians and others.80, 81, 82 Winston Churchill, by then Prime Minister and no longer First Lord of the Admiralty, was sceptical of the fuel oil shortage explanation, as Glorious presumably had sufficient fuel to travel. He believed that all the warships should have been kept together and travelled back to the UK with the rest of the convoy.

Other explanations have been proposed to account for the separate sailing which was to have disastrous consequences. Central to these explanations is the controversy over the character and behaviour of the captain of Glorious, Capt. G. D’Oyly-Hughes. Though he had his supporters and friends, many found him authoritarian and bad-tempered, a man whose character and career attracted both praise and criticism. A letter from Rear Admiral A. S. Bolt to Capt. S. W. Roskill, dated 18 Dec 1979, offered the following opinion, inter alia:


…D’Oyly Hughes was a throwback to the worst kind of arrogant, authoritarian, and choleric Edwardian naval officer … a very vain man and would not admit his ignorance on air matters and tried to enforce his view by bullying and bluster.83



On the other hand, D’Oyly-Hughes enjoyed a good ‘offensive minded’ reputation among other senior naval colleagues. Admirals Dunbar-Smith and Drax thought well of him, and Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes reportedly called him, in death, ‘a splendid fellow’ and ‘scapegoat.’84 A distinguished First World War submariner, decorated for his exploits, he had little carrier experience, having only been appointed Captain of Glorious in May 1939. Unfortunately for an aircraft carrier captain, he reportedly had little time for naval aviation or aviators. There is much evidence that Glorious was not a happy ship.85, 86, 87 Recalled from the Mediterranean on 14 April, the aircraft carrier had been operating in Norwegian waters since the 23rd, using her aircraft to assist both the naval operations and the troops ashore. There had been some trouble over leave allowances when the aircraft carrier had returned from Norway on 4 May, and when the ship sailed again ten days later many of her crew were missing, either through desertion or overstaying their leave.88 On 14 May, she sailed from Greenock, ferrying aircraft for operations ashore in Norway. On board she carried six Walrus aircraft, which were flown off to Harstad on 18 May, and eighteen crane-loaded Hawker Hurricane fighters of 46 Squadron of the RAF, which were to be flown off the carrier when near the Norwegian coast to operate from a prepared airfield at Bardufoss. These were duly flown off on 26 May. For her own protection, Glorious carried six Sea Gladiators of 802 Squadron and six Swordfish of 823 Squadron FAA. The Hurricane pilots, under the command of Sqn Ldr K. B. B. Cross, sailed with their planes. Their ground crews sailed separately in the troopship Batory. The RAF pilots also found that the Glorious was not a happy ship, and her Captain rude and dismissive.89 The leader of the RAF Hurricane pilots, Sqn Ldr Cross, reported:


My immediate boss was [Commander] J. B. Heath who welcomed me on board and said come and meet the captain. D’Oyly-Hughes was a very formidable looking man. We got no welcome from him. He looked at me and nodded. He never asked to meet the other pilots. So I thought, well, this is the way they went on in the Navy.90



Her captain was also having difficulties in his relationship with some of his senior officers, particularly those of the flying arm of the aircraft carrier. It was during this penultimate trip of the Glorious to Norwegian waters that the antagonism between the Captain and the senior officers of the FAA serving on the carrier apparently came to a head. Lord Cork, in overall command of the Norwegian campaign, had ‘invited consideration’ that aircraft from Glorious might mount an air attack upon the German forces to relieve pressure in the area of Mosjøen. It is thought that Captain D’Oyly-Hughes took this suggestion as an implied order, or at least an opportunity for some offensive action, after the frustrations of the aircraft-ferrying duties upon which Glorious had been employed. Lord Cork was probably unaware when he signalled his suggestion that Glorious, having flown off the Hurricane fighters, had no suitable planes on board for ground attacks. She was only carrying a token protection force of the six obsolescent Sea Gladiator biplane fighters and the six equally obsolescent Swordfish biplane torpedo bombers, ill-suited for the bombing of land targets. Captain D’Oyly-Hughes’s two senior FAA officers, Cdr Heath and Lt-Cdr E. H. P. Slessor, were doubtful of the outcome of an attack with its vague objective ‘to bomb anything they find—roads, aerodromes, bridges—anything they can find.’91

The aviators pointed out that the ship carried no appropriate maps of the target area, which was, in any case, well outside the Swordfish’s operational range unless extra fuel tanks were fitted, which would have taken some twenty-four hours. There was no information about likely targets or their location, and no intelligence on likely opposition from German fighter aircraft. Furthermore, the Swordfish aircraft, with a top speed of 130 knots, was notoriously vulnerable to machine gun and small arms fire when flying in a low-level attack role in broad daylight. The two FAA officers felt compelled to advise their Captain that the operation was likely to be one of suicidal risk for very little tactical gain.92 They were ordered to go ahead and plan the attack which its now redefined objective ‘to bomb any suitable objectives that can be found, including troops on road between Hemnes and Mosjøen, small bridges or viaducts and enemy aerodromes.’93 When the aviator selected to lead the attack, CO of 823 Squadron Lt-Cdr C. J. T. Stephens, was informed of the plans, he was so concerned about the suicidal nature of the proposal that he asked permission to put his views in person to the Captain.94 The three FAA officers returned to the Captain with their plan of attack and again expressed their doubts about its likely outcome.

According to Roskill, at a querulous meeting with his senior operational officers, Heath, Lovell, Slessor, and Stephens, Commander Heath was severely criticised.95 The Captain claimed to be shocked and horrified at their apparent reluctance to attack the enemy, and their tardiness in preparing plans for the operational orders, even though Lt-Cdr Slessor had the prepared and signed plans with him at the meeting. Cdr Heath was ordered to put his objections in writing. The Captain then cancelled the operation and said that he would be reporting the matter to higher authority.96

Among the air crews on board Glorious, there was mixed support for both the Captain and the Commander, with some feeling that an attack attempt ought to have been made even if it had to be aborted, others that it was foolishly suicidal:


The trouble between the Captain and Commander [Air] was known and talked about by some members of the ship’s company and although nobody knew the full facts people took sides in the argument.97



At 5.55 p.m. on 30 May, a signal was sent from the C-in-C Home Fleet to Glorious: ‘Commander J. B. Heath is to be sent from Glorious to Dunluce Castle tonight, Thursday, and is to be temporarily accommodated there until further notice’.98 The Dunluce Castle was a depot ship at Scapa Flow. Cdr Heath was put ashore when the Glorious returned to Scapa Flow, and steps were put in hand to deal with the incident. Glorious, without Cdr Heath, but with his friend Lt-Cdr E. H. P. Slessor somewhat reluctantly in charge of the air-arm of the ship, left again for Norwegian waters, in company with Ark Royal, on the evening of 2 June.

That, briefly, is the background to the alleged real reason for the early detached departure time of Glorious from Norway on 8 June—so that Capt. D’Oyly-Hughes could pursue courts martial proceedings against Cdr Heath. This explanation has always been dismissed in official circles as too trivial a reason and unworthy of Capt. D’Oyly-Hughes; however, again controversially, Lt-Cdr E. G. Le Geyt, captain of the destroyer Diana, which had been in close escort company with Ark Royal and Glorious immediately prior to the latter’s departure, has claimed that a signal had passed from Glorious to Vice-Admiral Wells in Ark Royal at about 2.25 a.m., requesting permission to depart immediately to Scapa Flow, ‘for the purpose of making preparations for impending courts martial.’99 The request, if made, was approved: Glorious left with Acasta (Cdr C. E. Glasfurd) and Ardent (Lt-Cdr J. F. Barker) at 2.53 a.m.

Mid-afternoon found the three ships, the destroyers ahead on either bow of the Glorious, 200 miles from the Norwegian coast and so 200 miles nearer to home and safety. The ships were zigzagging about a mean course of 250 degrees and steaming at 17 knots, presumably in order to conserve fuel but at a sufficient speed to thwart U-boat attack. Glorious had only twelve of her eighteen boilers connected up. Visibility was excellent, with a light wind and a northerly swell running. On board the carrier there was a surprisingly relaxed atmosphere; she had no patrolling aircraft aloft, and, although one Swordfish torpedo plane and a flight of three Sea Gladiator fighters from her own skeletal air complement were on ten-minute stand-by notice, no aircraft were ranged on the flight deck. The embarked twenty Hurricanes and Sea Gladiators were stowed below. There was no look-out in the crow’s-nest, although the ship carried no radar to warn of approaching enemy ships or planes, and the ship was at cruising stations, a fourth degree of readiness, with the crew enjoying a ‘make and mend’ or an officially designated period of rest and relaxation.

Then, at 3.45 p.m., in perfect visibility, Glorious’s smoke was spotted by Midshipman Siegfried Goss, stationed on look-out duty high in the top platform of the Scharnhorst. Together with the Gneisenau, the two German battle-cruisers closed at full speed to investigate. Some twenty minutes later, they were spotted from the Glorious and the destroyer Ardent was sent to challenge, while Glorious turned away at her best speed, but with full speed capacity not immediately available due to some of her boilers being disconnected. Ardent’s challenge to the oncoming ships was answered by gunfire from the Gneisenau’s secondary armament of 5.9-inch guns, and the two destroyers made smoke to aid the carrier’s escape:


The destroyers were magnificent, truly, and they started by laying a smoke screen across our stern. The first didn’t lay, you could still see these German ships through the smoke screen or underneath it, then the second destroyer took over and laid a beautiful, marvellous smoke screen, tip-top, copybook.100



But there was to be no escape. At 4.32 p.m., the forward 11-inch guns of the Scharnhorst opened fire at a range of some 28,000 yards, or nearly 14 miles, far beyond the range of the 4.7-inch guns of the Glorious and her two destroyers. Gneisenau opened fire at 4.45 p.m.:


Just after 1600 that day I was having tea in the P.O.’s mess when action stations sounded. On arrival at the starboard director pom-pom platform I saw splashes close to the ship’s side. At first I thought they were bombs. Then looking around I saw two ships, hull down. I could see the flashes and smoke from their guns. Our 4.7-inch guns were useless because the enemy was too far away out of our range. We altered course away, the enemy now being on our port side. The destroyers Acasta and Ardent came in close and made a smokescreen. This was difficult because the weather was still bright and clear.101



Glorious desperately tried to send off signals reporting her position and situation, but these were either jammed by the radio operators on the Gneisenau or sent on the wrong frequency, and in any case the carrier’s main wireless aerial was shot away early in the action. A corrupted message was picked up by the Devonshire some 100 miles away, but the cruiser could do nothing to help the Glorious or her escorts, and, carrying the King of Norway and his Government in secrecy to the United Kingdom, controversially decided not to break radio silence to pass on the very faint and garbled message.

The captains and crews of the Acasta and Ardent did their utmost to fend off their two powerful adversaries. They employed every trick in the destroyer’s armoury: they laid masking smoke screens; they exposed themselves to try to draw the enemy’s fire, violently changing course and speed to put off the German gunners; they made threatening torpedo runs to try to force the German ships to turn away. Extracts from the log of the Gneisenau shows how hard they tried and how well they succeeded:


1619. One destroyer reported to be turning towards the Gneisenau.

1626. Proceeding at 26 knots. Secondary armament opened fire on British destroyer.

1635. Glorious enveloped in smoke screen laid by the destroyers. Conditions for guns very difficult.

1640. Speed 29 knots. The destroyer Ardent also enveloped in a smoke screen, now became visible again, and opened fire at a range of 16,400 yards.

1642. Gneisenau turned hard to starboard to avoid a torpedo attack, but it proved a false alarm and she resumed her previous course.102

(Note: there are some discrepancies between the time given in the German logs and those from British sources. The times given are British time conversions.)



The captain of the Gneisenau was particularly impressed by the tactics of the Ardent, who was proving an elusive opponent:


The conduct of the Ardent was particularly spirited and clever. She outmanoeuvred the fall of shot very capably, laid smoke and used it with great skill, and varied her speed from 10 to 35 knots. In this way she made the task of our guns very difficult.103



At 4.47 p.m., Ardent was sighted from Scharnhorst. The destroyer fired off torpedoes and retired into the smokescreen. At 4.58 p.m., Gneisenau sighted Ardent to the port of Glorious, and opened fire with her secondary armament, to be followed by Scharnhorst at 5.01 p.m. Extracts from the log of the Scharnhorst record the ongoing battle with Ardent:


1701. Ardent engaged with secondary armament on appearing out of smoke. Range decreasing rapidly and adding to the danger of torpedo attack. Foretop instructed to keep a careful watch.

1704. Ardent proceeding rather slowly with a heavy list, received a direct hit. Signal received from C-in-C ‘Ardent has fired three torpedoes’.

1707. Hydroplane contact reports torpedo approaching on a bearing of 330°. Scharnhorst turned 20° to port.

1711. Further hit observed on Ardent, and the Captain opened fire on her with the anti-aircraft guns, using fuse settings.

1717. …The Ardent listing more heavily.

1725. Ardent’s mast broke off, and listing even more heavily, she finally capsized. Secondary armament ceased fire.104



Ardent’s attacks had not been totally ineffective; she secured at least one hit from the 4.7-inch guns on Scharnhorst’s upper deck abreast of ‘B’ turret, but without inflicting serious damage. Ardent had fought magnificently against all the odds, and no-one recognised this more than her enemy. Commander Schubert, Executive Officer of the Scharnhorst, wrote:




She fought with outstanding resolution in a situation that was hopeless for her. The destroyer received numerous hits and finally went down, her bow armament firing to the last and her engines apparently in order and driving her at high speed.105



Another member of the Scharnhorst observed the sinking of the Ardent:


I had the opportunity to see the Ardent as it went down and it was an extraordinary feeling because one imagines what the other people are going through. I was on the upper deck and I saw the Ardent leaning over, lots of smoke, and it shot and fought right up to the last. It made a great impression on me. They weren’t enemies, they were opponents.106



Ardent capsized and sank at about 17.28 p.m., some 5 miles from the Scharnhorst, her last torpedo passing only a few yards in front of the German battlecruiser’s bow.

There were only two survivors from the sinking of the Ardent: Able Seaman R. Hooke and Seaman R. Jones.107 Roger Hooke was later to write movingly of the last hours of the Ardent and the fate of her crew:


All of us were enjoying a nice cup of tea when ‘Action Stations’ was sounded. When we were at our stations we could see on the horizon two ships, we steamed off in their direction and then challenged them which they also did to us. Then we knew they were German battleships. They very soon began to open fire on all three of us. The very first salvo at us went into No. 1 Boiler Room which naturally reduced our speed. We endeavoured to put them off by zigzagging and making a smoke screen, but it was all to no avail, time after time we were hit, and, considering the range between us, it showed the accuracy of their guns and range finders.

Our guns were really of no great hindrance to the German ships, and [so] we got into position for firing torpedoes to see if there was a chance of putting them off, even if only for a little while. We fired four torpedoes at them, but they did not seem to make any alteration of course at all. We could see the other two ships of ours off to the westward, and plenty of steam escaping from the Glorious … we were being constantly hit, and men were being injured, so that it became every man for himself. The ship was listing well over to port, and still doing about fifteen knots, and there seemed no way of stopping her, so that boats could be lowered to pick up men who had already jumped for it. What with the smoke and steam escaping everywhere, it was impossible to do very much, or see anything. After about half an hour of this ordeal, the ship began to sink and I had given help to get a raft over the side, on which I managed to scramble. From that raft I saw the end of a good ship, officers and men. The other two ships, when I last saw them, were steaming away to the northward, with the German ships in full cry after them.108



After leaving the ship, AB Hooke and five fellow survivors managed to scramble onto the raft he had helped launch. Three of these died on the raft from exposure during the following days. They had no food or water, and had several hopes of being picked up from a passing convoy and overhead aircraft dashed. For the remaining three survivors:


Things by now were beginning to get a bit agonising. We had to lie down on the side of the raft to get a bit of sleep, as our strength was giving out fast. Once more another comrade passed away. Now there were only two of us left to carry on; for how much longer we did not know. On waking up from one of my short naps … I had a good look round the horizon and sky. Away on our starboard side I saw a seaplane. After shaking my comrade and telling him, I found it had by then flown close up to us. Well she turned out to be German, and she had seen us. Flying round into the wind she made a good landing on the choppy sea. Coming towards us, the pilot got our raft between the floats and the navigator gave us a hand into the rear of the plane. I asked where we were being taken, and he said Trondheim. Our first words were to ask for a drink. Once we had been given a drink, we both lay down for a sleep, as it was much warmer and one could stretch out quite comfortably. Then we were shaken and told we were at Trondheim. After being lifted from the plane, I saw a German soldier carrying a pot of coffee and I at once asked for some. Straight away I was given a cup and I enjoyed it. Afterwards we were lifted into an ambulance and driven away to hospital. We were given very good treatment and, after nine days, moved on to Oslo … my remaining comrade (Seaman Robert Jones) passed away after a fortnight in Oslo, leaving myself as the sole survivor of the destroyer HMS Ardent.109, 110



While the secondary armament 5.9-inch guns of the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau concentrated upon fending off the attacks of the two destroyers, their main armament of 11-inch guns were pounding Glorious into destruction. The aircraft carrier, destroyers, and their crews were to be subjected to nearly one-and-three-quarter hours of bombardment, from 4.32 p.m. to about 6.12 p.m.

By about 5.10 p.m., Glorious, completely outranged and outgunned, like Acasta and Ardent, was receiving mortal hits from the radar controlled 11-inch guns of the two German battlecruisers. Scharnhorst had opened fire at a range of 27,800 yards at 4.31 p.m., quickly followed by the guns of Gneisenau. One salvo entered the forward upper hanger, which started a large fire. It was got under control but not before it had consumed all the Hurricanes stored there. Other damage prevented torpedoes being raised to the main deck for the Swordfish still serviceable to mount any possible counter-strike. A salvo of 11-inch shells hit the bridge at about 5 p.m., killing all the senior officers and men there, including Captain D’Oyly Hughes.111 The main wireless mast had been shot away and lifeboats holed or wrecked. After further hits to the boiler intakes, causing a drop in steam pressure, Glorious’s speed began to falter. Stoker J. O’Neill reported:


I could see it was a losing fight as Jerry was hitting hard and heavy and we could not get close enough with 4.7-inch to return fire.… Orders came through for us to go and put a fire out on P.4 gun. When we got to it all about the place were dead bodies. Some played hoses on the flames, others had to throw ammunition overboard. The hoses were washing the remains of some of our shipmates off the bulkheads. Having managed the fire, we were ordered to go below again; some of the young lads were wondering when their turn would come. Then a fire started in the intake to ‘C’ boiler-room and the boilers had to be shut down.112



By now, about 5.10 p.m., Glorious was being hit again and again, with one momentous strike in the region of the central engine room which shook the ship from stem to stern. As flames continued to envelop the ship and she started to list to starboard, an initial order to ‘Abandon Ship’ was made and then cancelled, because of a temporary lull in the German firing when Glorious became totally obscured from the German battlecruisers by the smokescreen laid by her destroyers. From Gneisenau’s log: ‘1735. Glorious enveloped in a smoke screen laid by destroyers. Conditions for guns very difficult’.113

When the smoke drifted away, Glorious was seen listing to starboard and the German bombardment of her recommenced. The final order to ‘Abandon Ship’ was passed at 6.40 p.m. with the ship’s list of 15 to 20 degrees steadily increasing. Glorious sank at about 5.40 p.m. An estimated 900 men managed to get off on Carley floats, without water or any form of provisions, into rough seas and temperatures in the mid ’forties.114 From the account of Sqn Ldr Cross:


All the boys went to their abandon ship stations and when the order came, we went over the side. The whole thing was over on 45 minutes. I swam to a raft and a few minutes later young Jameson came swimming along. Well, we eventually had twenty-nine people aboard, but after three nights and 2 days when we were picked up, we had but seven left, of which two died later. We spent three days on the Norwegian tramp that took us to the Faeroe Islands. We spent a couple of days in hospital there, and were then transferred on stretchers to a couple of destroyers and brought to Rosyth. Should have said that the tramp picked up 39 people all told clinging to various crafts, and I think that was all that was saved out of 1,400. The boats that got away were sunk by heavy seas, but in most cases they so badly holed by gunfire that they all sank as they were launched. When we were in the raft the Germans came up, had a look then went straight away.115



Acasta, who had been laying a protective smoke screen close astern of Glorious, now hauled off to the north-west and, for a time, steered away from the enemy, her crew preparing for a final sally at the two German battlecruisers, making smoke, launching smoke floats and preparing the torpedo tubes. A message had been passed to her crew from the Captain, Cdr C. E. Glasfurd:


You may think we are running away from the enemy. But the Navy never does. The Glorious is sinking, and our chummy ship the Ardent has sunk. The least we can do is make a show. Good luck to you all. May God be with us. We then altered course into our own smokescreen. I had the order to stand by and fire tubes 6 and 7, we then came out of the smoke screen, altered course to starboard firing our torpedoes from portside.… I fired my two torpedoes from my tubes aft, the foremost tubes fired theirs, we were all watching results. I’ll never forget that cheer that went up, on the port bow of one of the ships a yellow flash and a great column of smoke and water shot up from her, we knew we had hit.… After we had fired our torpedoes we went back into our own smokescreen, altered course again to starboard, stand by to fire remaining torpedoes, and this time as soon as we poked our nose out of the smokescreen, the enemy let us have it, a shell hit the engine room, killed my tube’s crew, I was blown to the aft end of the tubes. I see those two ships, I fired the remaining torpedoes. The Acasta’s guns were firing the whole time, the enemy then hit us several times, but one big explosion took place right aft … it seemed to lift the ship out of the water. At last the captain gave orders to abandon ship. I will always remember the Surgeon Lieut, [H. J. Stammers, R.N.V.R.], his first ship … his first action, before I jumped over the side I saw him still attending the wounded, a hopeless task, and when I was in the water I saw the Captain leaning over the bridge. Taking a cigarette from a case and light it. We shouted to him to come to our raft, he waved, ‘Goodbye and good luck’, a ridiculous end to a gallant man.116



Leading Seaman Carter was three days and nineteen hours on a Carley float before being picked up, the only survivor from a raft originally full of survivors who had, one by one, all perished. He was picked up by a Norwegian trawler bound for the Faroe Islands. In the event, he was the only survivor from the sinking of HMS Acasta.

Nick Carter was mistaken in his assumption that Acasta’s initial torpedo attacks had scored a hit on one of the German ships. The flash that he and his shipmates saw was most probably a shell hit from one of Acasta’s 4.7-inch guns striking the Scharnhorst forward. However, one of the torpedoes he describes firing did find its mark. At 5.34 p.m., at a range of some 13,000 yards (more than 6 miles) Scharnhorst was hit aft by a torpedo which put the after turret out of action, caused severe flooding and killed forty-eight of her crew. From a Carley float, one of the sinking Glorious’s crew, Stoker C. Hobbs, saw Acasta’s torpedo strike: ‘From the raft to the destroyer, it was no more than three or four hundred feet at the most. I watched that torpedo go and heard the explosion’.117

The torpedo hit caused confusion on the Scharnhorst as to its source. From the German ship’s log:


1734. Violent shudder astern. Suspected torpedo hit. This was confirmed later when pieces of the casing were found by the crew. There was considerable doubt as to whether the torpedo had been fired by the Acasta or a British submarine. The C-in-C, Admiral Marschall, was of the opinion that it had been fired by a submarine, as the damage was on the starboard side, and the Acasta had been to port. The captain of the Scharnhorst, Hoffman, however, considered it more likely to have been the Acasta on account of the intricate turns she had been executing at this time, and it was thought quite possible that she may have been to starboard at this time.118



Leading Seaman Carter’s account of the Acasta’s torpedoing of the Scharnhorst was not initially believed back in Britain as it was thought, in the confusion of Glorious’s survivors’ accounts, that it was Ardent that had done the damage. It was not until after the war that German records and accounts confirmed that the torpedoing was from the Acasta.

The two German battlecruisers continued to fire on the Acasta after Scharnhorst had been torpedoed, although the German battlecruiser was in increasing difficulty from the damage she had sustained. Acasta continued to return fire until the last, sinking at approximately 6.12 p.m.

For the British, in addition to the loss of three ships, the human cost was appalling. The Royal Navy lost 1,162 sailors from the Glorious, 152 from the Ardent, and 160 from the Acasta: a total of 1,474 officers and men, with only one survivor each from the Ardent and Acasta. In addition, the RAF lost forty-one officers and men on board Glorious, bringing the loss up to a total of 1,515 men. It was a major, and arguably avoidable, Allied disaster. For the Germans, it was a major naval triumph, and they escaped with relatively light losses. They had one battlecruiser severely damaged and lost forty-eight officers and men, but there was little rejoicing at their success on board the German ships. After the war, crew members of the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau recalled their feelings immediately after the action:


[The] atmosphere after the battle was downbeat. The entire stern crew was dead, and I remember a man from the stern area, he was sitting there really sad because all his friends were gone. There was no celebration or victorious mood.119

When the destroyers went down (Admiral) Marschall ordered the flags to be put at half-mast. The whole bridge stood to attention.120



In spite of this respect shown to their opponents, the two German battlecruisers did not linger to pick up survivors. Admiral Marschall feared that a British submarine was lurking nearby, and in any case the Scharnhorst was in urgent need of dockyard attention. Acasta’s torpedo had left the German ship with a hole some 40 feet long and 13 feet wide below the waterline. Both German ships were also low on ammunition, which curtailed any thought of immediate further action against British shipping. Between them, the two battlecruisers had expended 387 rounds of 11-inch and 1,148 rounds of 5.9-inch ammunition in sinking the three British ships. The German ships returned to Trondheim, leaving the shipwrecked British sailors in the water and on a miscellany of lifeboats and floats. The heavy loss of life was undoubtedly made much worse by the long delay in rescuing those men who survived the sinkings.

On 29 June, the Gneisenau left Trondheim, only to be torpedoed by the British submarine HMS Clyde and so badly damaged that she was put out of action for many months.

Despite their victory, the German High Command was also not in celebratory mood. In their view, Admiral Marschall’s interception and sinking of the three British warships had been a pure stroke of luck and ‘operationally unsound’. It caused the German squadron to prematurely reveal its position, jeopardising any success for the planned later Harstad and Narvik operations. He was criticised for the heavy expenditure of ammunition and believed that the torpedo damage to Scharnhorst (arguably a pure stroke of luck for the British warship) had caused the withdrawal of the German force prematurely to Trondheim. Admiral Marschall was relieved of his command as Commander-in-Chief and replaced by Vice-Admiral Lütjens, who was to lose his life a year later when the Bismarck was sunk.121

The efforts and sacrifice of the Ardent and Acasta had not been totally in vain. By a quirk of fate, because of their enforced return to harbour, the two German battlecruisers missed intercepting the later-sailing main convoy of relatively lightly escorted troopships evacuating the Allied force from Norway back to Britain, which returned safely to the United Kingdom. It was not until 3 a.m. on 11 June—some fifty-four hours after the sinking—that forty-eight officers and men from Glorious and Seaman Carter of Acasta were picked up by Norwegian fishing boat Borgund and taken to the Faeroes. Another Norwegian vessel, the Svalbard II picked up five men. The five, plus the two men from Ardent picked up by the German seaplane, were made prisoners of war.122

The tragic circumstances of the loss of the Glorious, Ardent, and Acasta, and over 1,500 lives was overshadowed by the even more momentous events and losses elsewhere. The ‘miracle of Dunkirk’ and the evacuation of the British armies from France had just taken place, France was on the verge of capitulation, and the Battle of Britain was about to begin. Invasion was thought imminent. It was a time when the very survival of the Nation was at stake. Italy had entered the war on the German side on the very day (10 June) that the few survivors of the three British ships were still in the waters of the North Sea awaiting rescue or death. Despite these worries and concerns, a Naval Board of Enquiry was quickly established under Vice-Admiral C. Ramsey, C-in-C, Rosyth. He delegated the work of collecting information and interviewing survivors to members of his staff Capt. C. Benton and Cdr J. E. Broom.123 Their findings were withheld from the public, perhaps understandably for morale reasons at such a time of national emergency, but not in virtual perpetuity. They were embargoed for 102 years—‘Not to be Released until 2042.’124

Reportedly, the First Sea Lord was shocked by the official enquiry findings and queried whether some surviving officers should be court marshalled.125 The Second Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Charles Little apparently disagreed, as did the Board of Enquiry members, but Admiral Pound sent a final minute on 7 August 1940:


I agree that a court martial should not be held as the commanding officer did not survive. The lack of readiness for action … is deplorable and knowing Captain D’Oyly-Hughes and his fine record Glorious [sic.] had throughout her commission I cannot understand it. They [Glorious] were being used as a transport and seem to have forgotten they were a man o’war. I hope the gallant conduct of Ardent and Acasta will be [suitably?] rewarded.126



Arguably, the implication of the minute was that D’Oyly-Hughes, had he survived, could have faced a court martial himself for hazarding his ship, leading to its loss. The Head of the Board of Enquiry Vice-Admiral Ramsey wrote to the C-in-C Home Fleet Sir Charles Forbes: ‘Glorious appears to have been caught unprepared … no evidence has been obtained as to why this state of affairs existed’.127

The one man who could have shed light on the reasons for Glorious’s early departure would have been Vice-Admiral L.V. Wells flying his flag in Ark Royal and in command of her and Glorious. He would have had to give D’Oyly-Hughes permission to leave Norwegian waters and agree the Captain’s justification. Even so, whatever the reasons, Glorious would have been expected to observe full battle readiness throughout her passage. Lord Cork, overall commander of the Narvik area and evacuation, was asked to comment on the findings. His reply was short and to the point: ‘I do not propose to comment on this report. Ship was working directly under V.A.A. [Vice Admiral Wells] and received her orders from him’.128 Over the years, there was pressure for the truth of the matter to be published. In 1980, the official naval historian Captain S. W. Roskill wrote:


The Admiralty has tried to suppress the truth for forty years, but it looks as though 1515 [sic.] men were killed partly as a result of a whole chain of Admiralty errors but also because the Captain of Glorious, Guy D’Oyly-Hughes, was so disturbed in his judgement that, in his hurry to return to Britain to court marshal [sic.] an officer he did not like, he ignored normal battle precautions.129



When the file was opened in 1993 under the Conservative’s Open Government Policy, and its findings prematurely released into the public domain, it made disturbing reading, with questions masked and answers misleading.130 In summary, its findings were that ‘(i) There were five Swordfish torpedo planes on board which might have been used for reconnaissance’.131, 132 No such flights were flown on 8 July by aircraft from Glorious, and Capt. D’Oyly-Hughes had ordered the five planes to be held at ten minutes’ notice.

According to one aircrew survivor, the planes were normally at immediate notice. Attempts to arm the planes when the attack commenced were thwarted, when fire on the upper hanger deck prevented the torpedo lifts from being used: ‘(ii) There was a lack of proper lookout on board and of precautions generally against a possible surface attack’. There was no look-out on the crow’s nest in conditions of good visibility, and the only shells loaded were for anti-aircraft attack: ‘(iii) All the boilers were not connected up’. Thus delaying the ability of Glorious to try to escape the German fire.

Other evidence was that distress signals had been sent via ‘low gain’ transmitter and that only garbled signals were received by Devonshire, sailing with the Norwegian Royal Family and Government; who therefore decided not to attempt a reply because it would have meant revealing her presence and position. There was some further argument upon the claimed shortage of oil as the reason for the early departure of Glorious and her two destroyers. This really boiled down to one of allowable 33 per cent reserve which captains had to keep to—presumably for an emergency.133 The 33 per cent ‘requirement’ was not mentioned by the Ministry of Defence until 1997, in answer to a question regarding Glorious’s oil consumption at different speeds. However, two signals (from the War Diary of the C-in-C Home Fleet, now in the Public Records Office) between the Home Fleet C-in-C in Scotland and the Admiralty in London, dated 5 June, three days before Glorious sailed, shed some light on a possible reason for Glorious’s early passage.134 The first, received at 9.43 a.m., proposed: ‘Glorious on completion of present duty to proceed to Devonport and give seven days leave to each watch, maximum number going on first leave’. The C-in-C, Home Fleet war diary records his reply, sent the next day: ‘Informed Admiralty: Concur A T 0943, but Glorious must first proceed to Scapa to enable a court martial to be held’.135

The signals do not prove that Glorious and her two destroyers left Norway in advance of the main, better defended convoy for the sole purpose of conducting a court martial against Cdr Heath, but do indicate that this was a major, if not the primary reason, for the early departure and resulting disastrous voyage. Vice-Admiral Wells, who lived until 1965, was not called to the post-sinking Board of Enquiry, and not called upon subsequently to give any account or explanation. There was no court martial of Cdr Heath, the Admiralty choosing to post the Commander to be Executive Officer of Vindex, an escort carrier based at Freetown, Sierra Leone, taking over her command with the acting rank of Captain, in October 1940.136 Over two years later, in December 1942, Captain Heath was notified:


Their Lordships have had under review the circumstances which led to your leaving H.M.S. Glorious in May 1940, and I am to inform you that in the official view of the Admiralty no charges involving your honour or professional reputation stand against you.137



In the immediate post-war years, there were attempts made to get the valour of the captains and crews of the Acasta and Ardent recognised by the award of posthumous decorations for gallantry, but they came to nothing, and there the controversial episode of the sinking of the three warships remains.

The Norwegian Campaign was formally recognised as concluded at 5 p.m. on 15 June when Admiral of the Fleet, Lord Cork and Orrery, the C-in-C, entered Scapa Flow on his warship.138 After the completion of the evacuation of the military on 10 June, there were two British air raids on the German warships at Trondheim. On 11 June, twelve RAF bombers attacked without success, other than two claimed bomb hits. Two days later fifteen FAA Skua dive-bombers from Ark Royal attacked, but over half the force failed to return. They claimed one glancing bomb-hit on Scharnhorst with a bomb which failed to explode.

These last sallies apart, the land campaign effectively ended on 10 June, when the Allied troops and other servicemen returned to France and Great Britain. It had lasted exactly two months. It had been a chaotic campaign conducted in complete confusion. Even Winston Churchill, its prime promoter and champion, was to admit that it had been a ‘ramshackle campaign.’139


16

Costs and Consequences

The two-month Norwegian Campaign had not been an Allied success, but a chaotic campaign conducted in complete confusion. While Britain and France had doubted, delayed, and dabbled in diplomacy, Germany had acted decisively with determination, daring, and duplicity. The German occupation of Norway, following its blitzkrieg assault to overwhelm Poland, enhanced its fearsome military reputation among neutral and non-aligned nations, and reduced the standing and status in the world of Britain and France. Their campaign had revolutionised the concept of land warfare with the integration of their military, air and naval arms towards an agreed objective, while the British military and naval commands squabbled over strategic and tactical matters. The use of air power in the Allied planning of the campaign was barely considered. Having used the Spanish Civil War as the test-bed for new equipment and tactics, and Poland as the proving ground, the Germans introduced into Norway such revolutionary innovations as the employment of para- and glider-borne troops to secure advanced key points. They also excelled in the transportation by land, sea, and air of troops, supplies, and equipment over distances of up to 1,000 miles—all after only two months of complex and meticulous planning prior to the launch of Operation Weserübung. Gen. Auchinleck was to concede that: ‘The enemy’s ability to supply detachments by air enabled him to neglect or overcome many of the obstacles put in his way by demolitions.’1

The outstanding example of the supply by air was the maintenance of the German detachments in the Narvik area. In this area, their 3,000–4,000 troops had been successfully supplied by air for many weeks, partly by seaplanes landed on the Beisfjord, partly by aircraft landed on frozen lakes or small landing grounds, and partly by the dropping of containers attached to parachutes.2

In contrast to the German foresight and proactive approach, the Allies’ usual response was a last-minute improvised and reactive one—militarily playing ‘catch-up’:


Our leaders and their troops were again and again handicapped by their ignorance of climatic and geographical peculiarities, by the lack of detailed knowledge of harbours, landing grounds and storage facilities, and even by ignorance of the general qualities and prejudices of the Norwegian People.3



As to the latter concern over understanding for the Norwegian People, Germany was not alone with its invasion duplicity at the time of their invasion of Norway. Britain showed their own brand of duplicity in trying to conceal their intention of withdrawing from Norway, and abandoning the people to their fate, when their own country was threatened with invasion.

The people of neutral Norway were to be the primary and most undeserving recipients of the costs and consequences, with five long years of German occupation. In a matter of hours, by total surprise and subterfuge, aided by internal political treachery by the Norwegian Vidkun Quisling and his Norwegian National Socialist party, the Germans had gained control overnight of Oslo, Kristiansand, Stavanger, Trondheim, and Narvik. The Norwegian Prime Minister Johan Nygaardsvold was awakened at 11.30 p.m. on that fatal night of 8–9 April with news that there were warships in the outer Oslofjord. He later wrote: ‘It was an ominous night. I understood we faced a war-game between belligerents. It was not we, but the powers of war that would fight over Norway. We however, would pay the price’.4

The Germans, having achieved a fait accompli, presented the Norwegian Government, at 4.30 a.m. on 9 April, with a nineteen-page ultimatum. The essence of this was that, because of Allied intentions towards Norway, Germany had been forced to take steps to protect the Kingdom of Norway. They claimed to have come as friends; there were no hostile intentions. However, all Norwegian military installations would have to be surrendered and any opposition to their well-intended actions would be met with force. The Norwegian Government dismissed the ultimatum and opted for resistance. King Haakon and his Government moved out of German-controlled Oslo to Hamar, some seventy miles inland. After several moves northwards, King Haakon; the Crown Prince; and members of the Royal Family, Norwegian Government, and Foreign Legations finally left Norway on the cruiser Devonshire to move to Britain on 7 June 1940.

The Norwegian historian Haarr is of the opinion that, politically, Operation Weserübung was a failure.5 On 19 April, some ten days after their coup, the German High Command, increasingly frustrated by Quisling’s political incompetence and growing truculence of the population, formally declared war on Norway and took over military-led control of civic affairs. They soon started to show the Nazi mailed fist within the velvet glove. By the summer of 1943, via their German-controlled radio station at Oslo, a State of Siege was proclaimed throughout Norway.6 Among other measures, the amnesty granted to Norwegian officers in 1940 was cancelled. The order, signed by Gen. Falkenhorst, Commanding the Wehrmacht in Norway, said of the officers:


A large number of them have fled the country with the intention of joining the war against Germany, or have behaved illegally in other respects. The consequences of this treacherous behaviour must now be borne by the whole of the Norwegian officer corps.7



All the officers, estimated to be around 1,500 in number, except known Quislings and those recently trained in German-controlled military colleges, were to be sent to POW camps in Germany. More brutally, the radio also announced that Gunnar Eilifsen, Oslo Commissioner of Police, had been court martialled for disobeying an order and executed by firing squad. Prime Minister Vidkun Quisling had, according to Reuter, rejected an appeal for clemency.8, 9 Gunner Eilifsen’s disobedience had, according to Reuter reports, been that he had refused to provide policemen to arrest Norwegian girls who were resisting Quisling’s order for mobilisation for compulsory labour in war industries. Of the 35,000 male and female workers that Germany demanded, only some 4,000 had complied by mid-summer of 1943.

Following the execution of Gunnar Eilifsen, Prime Minister Quisling, Jonas Lie, and Gen. Wilhelm Rediess (Chief of Gestapo in Norway) ordered all of Eilifsen’s police force officers to take an oath of loyalty to Hitler or face a court martial. The Oslo correspondent of the Swedish News Agency, who reported on the order and the forced taking of the oath under duress, was immediately expelled from Norway.

The cost in manpower to Germany in having to keep an increasingly restless populace under control, coupled with the fear that the strengthening Anglo-American alliance might lead to further military activity in Norway, was high. By mid-1942, it was believed that Germany was forced to maintain a garrison of some 300,000 men there and built expensive coastal fortifications. Elting concluded:


Hitler’s Scandinavian gamble had been a showy success that gave Germany great tactical advantages for the next three years. Even so, senior German officers were not sure that the advantages were decisive. They were now required to maintain a powerful occupation army on Norwegian territory—a burden that would grow increasingly oppressive.10



For the Allies, the Campaign had not achieved its widely touted primary objective of stopping the flow of iron ore to Germany, then perceived as a vital war material for the continuation of Germany’s expansionist ambitions. The Allies had been convinced, and Churchill volubly persuasive, in their belief in the importance of stopping the winter export of Swedish iron ore via Narvik and the Inner Leads to Germany.11 However, the Allies were not alone in their interest, and were perhaps placing too much emphasis on the port of Narvik and Germany’s reliance on Swedish iron ore. Hitler’s Directive of 1st April 1940 to his High Command, setting out the intentions of the planned German invasion of Denmark and Norway scheduled for 9 April, displayed a much wider strategic insight.12 His Directive set out that the planned action would ‘anticipate English action against Scandinavia and the Baltic, [and] would secure [their] supplies of ore from Sweden and provide the Navy and Air force with expanded bases for operations against England’.13

After their taking and destroying of the port and its ore-loading facilities, Allied opinion was that no iron ore would leave for Germany from the devastated facilities and port full of sunken ships for up to a year.14,15 This was to prove a gross overestimate. The port was re-opened within eight months, with the first shipment leaving Narvik for Germany in January 1941. Some 600,000 tons of ore left Narvik that year, rising to 1,800,000 tons per year by the early months of 1945.16 Following the German conquest of France and Belgium in the summer of 1940, coinciding with the collapse of the Allied Norwegian venture, iron ore was to prove not to be the economic weapon that the Allies had hoped for. In June 1940, Germany regained its access to Lorraine iron ore that it had lost after the First World War in 1918, and with it, her 60 per cent self-sufficiency in iron ore, which was transformed into 75–80 per cent dependence in foreign sources. Germany also gained unfettered access to millions of tons of steel scrap from the countries of occupied Europe, and vast quantities of military hardware abandoned by the Allies in Norway and Northern Europe. From Norway, they were also able to access some scarce metallurgical raw materials such as molybdenum, titanium, and ferro-alloys, as well as timber and wood pulp. The Germans were not able to gain possession or control of Norway’s huge merchant shipping fleet, which had been requisitioned by the legitimate Norwegian Government by decrees on 22 April and 18 May, and, widely spread across the oceans, largely joining the Allied cause.17

Compared with the later campaigns and battles in Europe, Russia, the Middle and Far East, casualties in Norway were surprisingly low, but difficult to compare.18 Germany reported 1,317 killed, 1,604 wounded, and 2,375 missing—largely lost from the sinking of the Blücher on 9 April in their initial assault when taking over Oslo.19 The British reported 1,869 lost ashore and more than 2,500 at sea, mainly from the sinkings of Glorious, Acasta, and Ardent.20 Norwegian casualties totalled 1,335, while France and Poland combined lost approximately 530.21

In the air, the Luftwaffe lost 242 planes, of which over 50 per cent (127) were combat planes. The same source puts British air losses at 112 planes. The RAF lost virtually all the planes that it deployed from Norwegian soil, either destroyed in the air or on the ground on poorly defended scratch airstrips, under the overwhelming onslaught of superior aircraft flying from captured airfields with better protection and maintenance facilities. The FAA was to lose many aircraft and crews defending the Allied shipping and land forces.

The loss of ships to the Allied and German sides was roughly equal, but the proportionate losses of the Germans, with their smaller navy, were more far-reaching. The Allies lost, in various ways, one aircraft carrier, two cruisers, nine destroyers, one sloop, and four submarines. These losses undoubtedly would have been much higher, had the German U-boats been carrying serviceable torpedoes. The Germans, in addition to the torpedo damage to the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau which kept them out of action for some months, lost four cruisers, ten destroyers, and an estimated three U-boats. Their losses in cruisers and destroyers were such that, at the end of June 1940, Germany’s naval forces in these categories were reduced to one heavy cruiser (with 8-inch-calibre guns), two light cruisers, and four destroyers. They also lost much valuable merchant shipping in the campaign, and their destroyer losses were never made up. The German Navy was thus in no position to participate in any seaborne invasion of Britain, following the fall of France in the summer of 1940. Vice-Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsey, Flag Officer Dover and in charge of Operation Dynamo (the Dunkirk evacuation), and later Allied Naval Commander for Operation Overlord (the D-Day invasion of Europe) wrote:


The menace of invasion was very real. The collapse of France had come so suddenly that accurate information of German troop movements was difficult to obtain. But it was generally believed that Hitler would follow up his successful advance to the coast by invading England while the British Army was short of equipment. The German Army and Air Force were free of all major commitments and now, if ever, was the moment for them to launch the full weight of their might against England. The British naval losses had been heavy, and the Fleet was stretched to the limit in disputing Mussolini’s bid to control the Mediterranean while at the same time defending the vital supply lines in the North Atlantic. We did not know at the time how severely the German Navy had been hammered in the Norway Campaign. Only two of their cruisers and about eight destroyers were fit for service.22, 23



Churchill was also of the opinion that because of their naval losses in the Norwegian Campaign, the German surface fleet was not an issue when evaluating the possibility of the post-Dunkirk invasion of Britain.24

Nevertheless, the German occupation of Norway added very considerably to the Royal Navy’s problems. They had gained air and naval bases flanking the eastern coast of Britain, from which they were able to mount air attacks on English and Scottish ports and naval bases. Covered by its dominant Luftwaffe, coastal batteries, and patrolling coastal vessels, the once-neutral Inner Leads had become a safe thoroughfare, inhibiting British interference, for German ore ships, blockade runners, U-boats, and surface raiders. More strategically important, by the end of the summer of 1940 the Germans occupied, or had control of, the whole continental seaboard from the North Cape to the border of Spain at the bottom of the Bay of Biscay, allowing them much easier access by U-boat or surface raider for attacks on the vital British North Atlantic trade routes from bases at Lorient, Brest, La Palice, and St Nazaire. Following the entry of Italy into the conflict on the German side on 10 June 1940, and the political and geographical division of France into Occupied and Vichy France, the German-Italian Axis, together with the essentially pro-German Vichy regime, had control or influence over virtually the whole of the southern Europe and North African seaboards. The Royal Navy had only pockets of provision or succour at Gibraltar, Malta, and Alexandria in the Mediterranean theatre.

A whole new set of burdens were put upon the Royal Navy and RAF following Germany’s invasion of Russia in June 1941. This opened up a vicious conflict in the Arctic Sea where, initially, German forces moved from their captured Norwegian ports to a new front in Northern Finland.25 Their aim was to capture or envelope Murmansk, Russia’s only ice-free northern port. They did not succeed, but subsequently great Anglo-American efforts and resources were called for, at terrible cost in men, ships, and war material, to supply the hard-pressed Russians. Convoys were sent in stormy seas, freezing temperatures, and inadequately heated merchant ships on a 2,000-mile voyage. As soon as the convoys got in range of the German-held Norwegian ports or airfields. They were subjected to continuous attack from German capital ships, U-boats, bomber and torpedo planes. With no Allied base between the Scottish ports of departure and Murmansk, the ships and escorts had to be supplied en route from tankers, a hazardous task in itself in the heavy seas. In the summer, it was possible to sail for the more distant port of Archangel, further removed from German bases. On the other hand, the increased hours of daylight meant more prolonged attacks.

The first convoy sailed in August 1941, when the veteran aircraft carrier Argus successfully transported twenty Hurricane fighters. In total, during the following year, some 4 million tons of war material, including 5,000 tanks and 7,000 aircraft, were dispatched to Russia, past the German’s north Norway lair. Some 300,000 tons was lost during these voyages, and 811 ships were deployed—of which fifty-eight were lost on the outbound trip, and thirty-three on the return journey.26 As a consequence of the ongoing threat from the Germans’ remaining heavy units—Tirpitz, Scharnhorst, Prince Eugen, Admiral Hipper, and Luetzow—Royal Navy and American battleships were forced to sail as distant cover to counter the threat; warships that could otherwise have been employed in the Mediterranean and Far Eastern theatres. The Royal Navy and RAF also expended much effort, and lost many lives, by the use of midget submarines and heavy bomber attacks in efforts to sink or disable these enemy ships, especially the formidable Tirpitz, whose presence in northern waters caused much concern to Churchill and the Allied Command. 27, 28

At operational level, the Royal Navy and, within the constraints of distance and aircraft not designed or intended for the tasks given them, the RAF and FAA had performed with great determination and courage throughout the Norwegian Campaign.

Overall, however, the British had performed poorly. They had been committed—unprepared, untrained, and ill-equipped—to do battle with a better-organised, -led, -equipped, and -trained enemy. It was not only the British troops in Norway that struggled against the Germans. Their fellow formations, regular and territorial, in the BEF and their French ally in Northern Europe also found themselves overmatched in the spring and early summer of 1940, forced into the Dunkirk evacuation, and, for France, capitulation.

The Allied troops deployed in Norway (British, French, Polish, and Norwegian) were virtually all infantrymen, given inadequate support in weaponry and transport, and no protection from air attack. The British had no battle training or recent experience of foreign campaigning against a European adversary. They were a mixed body of regulars and territorials, stiffened with a sprinkling of recalled reservists. Some of the regular troops had come straight from ceremonial duties in London and policing duties elsewhere. Very few of the territorial other ranks had any overseas knowledge or experience, and even fewer had experience of operating in Arctic conditions. They were unceremoniously dumped into a campaign, conducted in utter confusion, which was to end ignominiously for the Allies with no strategic or material advantage.

The British Army, kept like the other two services on a tight financial rein by the rolling Ten Year Rule had spent ‘the twenty years between 1918 and 1939 with an Army in India and an Army at home, neither seriously designed, trained, equipped or organised for a major war and neither in the least ready for it’.29

Frazer summarised the Army’s performance in Norway:


The performance was at some points brave and skilful. At too many others it was unimpressive. Casualties were not high, but morale was too quickly destroyed by reverses. The standard of discipline and training was uneven: in some cases it was poor. This was the first British contact with the German soldier for twenty two years, and his tactical and physiological superiority made a most disagreeable impression. He seemed a natural winner. Compared with the enemy, the British training appeared, even at its best, to have produced an army over-deliberate, slow, reactive. There was a sense of shock, of lessons as yet unlearned and qualities not yet acquired.30



Pre-war, the British had a 60,000-strong Army in India; the Indian Army was made up of 190,000 Indian troops who had British officers engaged on political duties, putting down civil unrest, and guarding India’s volatile north-western frontier against foreign ambitions.31 Its battalions swapped postings with their home-based sister battalions of the same regiment every few years. Smaller detachments served in similar roles in other parts of the Empire. The Army in Britain, its recruits drawn largely from the locality and its battalions barracked in counties and the larger towns, was kept occupied or engaged in ceremonial duties, recruitment drives, stereotyped training exercises, and the routine of barrack life.

The whole focus of the British Army in the interwar years was the preservation of the British Empire. Indeed, the Conservative politician Duff Cooper, Financial Secretary to the War Office, had proclaimed in 1933 that ‘the British Army is not designed for continental wars. The purpose of the British Army is to maintain order in the British Empire only.… The Army is not likely to be used for a big war in Europe for many years to come’.32

Underfunded, there was little opportunity or incentive to seriously contemplate any major changes in its structure and organisation, or to introduce technological innovations. The interwar structure was essentially based on the battalions of an established regiment, where loyalty to the Regiment, its history, traditions, and pecking order position, was paramount. It did little to encourage operating in larger formations, with other regiments, or in collaboration with specialist Corps, such as Artillery, Armour (not that the army had very much), Transport, or Signals. It certainly did not encourage much collaboration with the RAF, seen as a competitor for the available Government funding. This was to prove a critical, even the decisive, factor in the failings of the Norwegian Campaign. As early as the end of January 1940, before the start of the Norwegian Campaign and the German offensive in the Low Countries and France of the early summer, Lt-Gen. Alan Brooke, then commander of the 2nd Corps of the BEF in France, was concerned at the direction of the war, and, in particular, the lack of cohesion and cooperation between the Army and RAF:


Unless we get the Air Ministry and the War Office to realise that they are fighting the same war, and that their combined effort is required at the same spot, the same time and with the same object, we are courting disaster against an enemy who adheres to the doctrine of concentration of effort at the vital point at the right time. To contemplate bombing the Ruhr at a time when the Germans are using their combined army and air force in a uniform attempt to crush the French and British Forces … is sheer folly.33



To add to the army’s problems at the outbreak of war, there had been the sudden decision of the Cabinet to double the size of the Territorial Army, taken one year earlier on 31 March 1939. This had been followed by the belated decision to introduce conscription in April 1939, only five months before the outbreak of war. The Army did not have the resources—accommodation, equipment, experienced officers, and NCOs—to cope with the sudden increase in numbers. Even before the expansion, there was a dearth of equipment. When the Russo-Finnish ‘Winter War’ of early 1940 was at its height, the hard-pressed Finns asked Britain and France for military aid. The newly appointed CIGS, Gen. Ironside, was to write in a 12 Feb 1940 diary entry:


The poor Finnish General Enskell with a fresh telegram.… They have no ammunition for their 76’s [sic.] and say that they must have some filed guns and ammunition within a fortnight. We simply cannot send anything. Our training regiments are down to six training guns instead of twenty-four and the divisions get their service guns some three weeks only before going to France.… These demands are heart breaking to refuse.34



The late historian Richard Holmes, himself the holder of the rank of Brigadier in the Territorial Army, wrote: ‘Both World Wars saw the transformation of a small professional force into a massive national army, a process that helps to account for early setbacks in both wars.’35

The rapid expansion in numbers also led to some premature and inappropriate promotions and appointments. In France on 31 Jan 1940, Lt-Gen. Alanbrooke lamented in his diary after inspecting a Territorial battalion: ‘[This] morning and decided that their commanding officer must go. It was sad the number of Territorial commanding officers who are proving quite unsuitable to command a unit out here’.36

Three months later, raw territorial battalions, led by their recently civilian and elderly officers, were being flung into battle in Norway, where it had become apparent that disillusionment was spreading among some sections of the British military, and concerns were being expressed about the morale and generally poor fighting response of the troops in comparison with both their allies and the enemy. The overall Allied Commander in Norway, Lord Cork and Orrery, exasperated by the lack of progress being made in the conquest of Narvik and the lack of confidence been shown by some military commanders, had decided not to use his British troops for the assault on the town:


[It] would be hopeless to attempt it with British troops. However devoutedly [sic.] the duty might be carried out, the necessary optimism to ensure success would be lacking. This is not meant as a reflection on anybody; to go into any trial of strength believing you are foredoomed to failure is halfway to that result.37



Instead, Lord Cork, with the approval of the newly arrived Lt-Gen. Auchinleck, the Allied Army Commander in Norway, had given the task to French and Polish troops and the Norwegian forces in the area. The three regular battalions of the 24th Guards Brigade and ten companies of the newly formed Independent Companies were given the task of holding up the German advance from the south. This had been barely achieved, and only at the expense of another evacuation, before Narvik was taken. In his final report, General Auchinleck was critical of his troops’ performance and morale compared to their French allies and German opponents:


I regret to have to record that my considered opinion is that generally the morale of our own troops was undoubtedly lower than that of the enemy. It is considered that this was due, first, to our inferiority of resources as compared with those of the enemy, particularly in the air. Secondly, it was due to the lack of training of the men as soldiers and a lack of adaptability which induced in them a feeling of inferiority as compared with the enemy. Thirdly, their flanks and rear were continually threatened, and they were under a continuous probability of being surprised owing to our having no means of carrying out aerial reconnaissance. Nevertheless, the comparison of the standard of morale of the two armies is disquieting. No such lowness of morale was iscovered [sic.] among the French troops.38



The full report, completed by 19 June 1940, was submitted to the War Cabinet in March 1941.39, 40 Two paragraphs were suppressed in the shortened version published as a dispatch in July 1947:41


The comparison between the efficiency of the French contingent and that of the British troops operating under similar conditions has driven this lesson home to all in this theatre, although this was not altogether a matter of equipment.

By comparison with the French, or the Germans for that matter, our men for the most part seemed distressingly young, not so much in years as in self-reliance and manliness generally. They give an impression of being callow and underdeveloped, which is not reassuring for the future, unless our methods of man-mastership and training for war can be made more realistic and less effeminate.42



It could be argued that it was unfair and unjustified for Auchinleck to so disparage the performance of his British troops. Connell, the general’s biographer, believed that the scathingly critical words were intended not as a blanket condemnation of his soldiers, but aimed higher: as a condemnation of the political and moral ethos of the British society which had plunged them, physically and mentally unprepared, into an ill-judged and badly managed campaign.43 His men had been committed piecemeal, at battalion strength, with only their rifles and light machine guns, without air support until it was too little and too late, and with only improvised transportation, very little artillery, and no armour. Pity the PBI (Poor Bloody Infantry) who were paying the price for interwar neglect of the armed forces. Even so, the timing of General Auchinleck’s mid-June comments could be considered ill-judged in its unfavourable comparison of the quality of his British troops with their French counterparts, who were, together with their country, to capitulate only one week later, on 25 Jun 1940. Certainly Auchinleck’s French troops had performed valiantly, assisted by the Polish and Norwegians, and had been successful in driving a trapped German garrison, short of men, ammunition, and food, out of Narvik. On the other hand, the French troops under General Carton de Wiart’s force in the lost battle for central Norway had not performed noticeably better than their British and Norwegian allies. Even as he was writing his report, the French Army in northern France was collapsing while defending their motherland. Together with the British Expeditionary Force, they were being outthought and outfought by the German Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe.

Overall Auchinleck’s damning report was honest: highly critical of the Allied preparation and equipment, but unfair in his blame of his British infantrymen. In contrast, their German opponents, operating at divisional strength in Norway, had specifically trained and equipped mountain and paratroops formations, as well as specialist bridge repair and transportation units. They had artillery, mortars, tanks, and, most importantly, continuous air support. Germany’s Norwegian forces also had the benefit of recent European warfare and of technological innovations gained from their country’s involvement, along with Italy, on the Nationalist side in the Spanish Civil War of 1936–39. Russia had sided with and aided the Republican side, but Britain and France had remained aloof from the conflict. Germany’s army and air force would utilise the innovations and develop their tactics in the conquest of Poland and Norway, while the British appeared to have totally disregarded the lessons there. From these conflicts in Spain and Poland, the German military had a cadre of junior officers and senior NCOs able to disseminate their up-to-date battle experience to the troops committed to Poland and Norway. In Spain, the Germans had also introduced new weaponry, including the deadly 88-mm dual-purpose anti-tank and anti-aircraft gun, 12.7-mm heavy machine gun units, and 20-mm anti-aircraft ‘flak’ guns.44 The Luftwaffe introduced the Junkers 87 ‘Stuka’ dive-bomber in 1938, and settled on the tactic of operating its fighter aircraft in pairs—a tactic that was adopted by the RAF in the Battle of Britain. Perhaps their most influential battle innovation, however, was the combined air and land ‘Blitzkrieg’ assault on the target area, which was preceded by usually unopposed indiscriminate terror bombing of civilians and military, and then followed up by ground troops supported by artillery and armour. This was first practiced on the Spanish town of Guernica on 26 April 1937, where it resulted in the deaths of 1,654 civil and military people, with a further 889 wounded.45 In the Norwegian Campaign, this Blitzkrieg attack was very effectively used by the enemy at Dombaas, Steinkjer, and Bodø.

The British generals whose careers survived the debacles in Northern France, Dunkirk and Norway—Alan Brooke, Alexander, Montgomery, Auchinleck, and Paget—were all too aware of the weaknesses and shortcomings of the British Army in the summer of 1940. With the reluctance, enforced by the Royal Navy and RAF, of the Germans to attempt a post-Dunkirk invasion of Britain, these generals, and a more alive War Office, had the opportunity to put right some of the lessons learned in France and Norway. It would take until 1942, and with further setbacks in the Middle and Far East, before the British Army, aided by American material and manpower and benefiting from the consequences of Hitler’s disastrous decision to invade the vast wastes of Russia, started to be a match for the Wehrmacht. Even so, two years after the end of the Norwegian and northern France defeats, the Army Council was still concerned with the military efficiency of its officers up to Battalion commander rank.46 Sir James Grigg, appointed Secretary of State for War in February, called for a report on all officers up to the rank of Lt-Col., irrespective of the type of their commission, who had reached the age of forty-five or over. The only criteria was that of the Officer’s ability to perform his duties in modern war. The Army Council’s instruction explained:


The success of an army depends more that anything else on the quality of its officers. A continuous effort must, therefore, be made not merely to maintain, but steadily to raise the standard of efficiency and leadership among all ranks of officers.… It has become evident that there is now a number of officers who, for a variety of reasons such as advancing age, physical and mental slowness, lack of determination or drive, overstrain or unadaptability [sic.] of temperament or character are not able with full success to discharge their duties.47



The officer reports would make three recommendations:

	(a)	For retention in present unit or appointment

	(b)	For a less active unit or other employment

	(c)	Not for further employment

It is debatable how many officers and senior NCOs would have passed such a test before or during the Norwegian Campaign. As it was, the sailors, soldiers, and airmen who had served in the Norwegian Campaign had been hastily and unceremoniously dumped, ill-prepared and ill-equipped, and at times poorly led, in a foreign country of which they had little or no knowledge, to fight an ill-judged campaign conducted in utter confusion, that was to end in failure, despite all their efforts.

The Allied sailors, soldiers, and airmen who had fought, died, been wounded, or fortuitously survived the Norwegian Campaign of 1940 all deserved better. They had all inherited the legacy of pacifist politicians, incompetent higher command, and a complacent and negligent public.


APPENDIX

Notes on Independent Companies

The proposal for the formation of these Independent Companies was originally conceived at the time of the Russo-Finnish ‘Winter War’ (30 November 1939–12 March 1940) as assault troops for the amphibious raids on key points of Norway’s seaboard, should this become necessary as a consequence of Anglo-French involvement in Scandinavia. Following the end of the Winter War, the proposal lapsed—only to be resurrected at the start of the Anglo-French Norwegian Campaign. It was picked up again on 15 April 1940, days after the Campaign had started, and final approval was given on 20 April, to form the companies using men from the UK-based 52 Division. They were to be commanded by Acting Colonel C. Gubbins (later Major General Sir Colin Gubbins): a resolute, independent-minded, but controversial ex-Gunner who had been involved in the scheme from its inception. He was later to reorganise and lead the clandestine Special Operations Executive. Ten Independent Companies were raised, and five were considered ready for overseas deployment in the spring of 1940. They were to become the forerunner of the Commandos.

The men were all volunteers and (except for the officers, who included a small number of Indian and British Army Regulars) were drawn entirely from the Territorial Army. The strength of each company was twenty officers and some 270 other ranks. They were divided into three platoons of three sections each, with an officer in charge of each section. Each company included engineers/sappers, signal specialists, Norwegian linguists, and a support section of four Bren guns, but otherwise they were essentially riflemen. Personal equipment included Alpine rucksacks, snowshoes, Arctic boots, sheepskin coats, and a five-day mountain ration of pemmican. Each company also had a ‘float’ of £4,000 in local currency. They had no transport, although it was intended for the Norwegian operation to allocate some trawlers and drifters for their exclusive use.

The desired essential feature and task of an Independent Company was the ability to operate as a self-contained unit in the country in which it was deployed, and to live and sustain itself throughout the operation.
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Frano, Gen, F. 31

Franconia 305-306

Fraser, Brig, W. 132, 226, 244, 246, 252, 258-259, 269

Frazer, Rear Adml, B A 329

Freiherr, Lt Col. 84

French Army 24, 37-38, 41, 57, 260

French Foreign Legion 202, 231, 247, 250

French Government 24, 1, 55, 67-68, 187, 302

French Naval ships:

Bison 209, 213-214

Dunkerque 26

Émile Bertin 76, 144, 187

Montcalm 209, 213

Rubis 108

Friend, C. 237

Gallipoli 54

Gällivare 49, 53, 72, 234

Gamelin, Gen, M. 59, 172-173, 186-187, 202

Gammell, Brig, J. 265, 269-271

Gardner, Lt Cdr, H. 112

Geddes, Sir E. 19

Geneva Convention 65, 311

Gerlach, Lt Cdr 87

German High Command 44-46, 62, 66, 83, 114, 126, 129, 186, 216, 310, 320, 325

German Mountain Regiment, 139th 119

German Navy 13, 25, 43-45, 50, 62, 66, 105, 113, 164, 310, 327

German Naval ships:

Admiral Graf Spee 45

Admiral Hipper 45, 74, 80-81, 275, 328

Admiral Scheer 39, 45

Albatross 84

Anton Schmitt 86, 98, 114

Bernd von Arnim 80, 87, 114, 118, 121

Bismarck 320

Bremse 73, 107

Blucher 73-75, 83-84, 327

Deutschland/Lützow 45-46, 73, 75, 83-84, 107, 328

Dieter von Roeder 119

Emden 26, 39, 73, 75, 83

Erich Giese 119, 121

Erich Koellner 87, 114

Galster 310

Georg Thiele 114, 121-123

Gneisenau 26, 45-47, 72-73, 75-77, 79-81, 89-91, 94, 110-111, 114-115, 275, 310-311, 314-315, 317-318, 320, 327

Hans Lody 310

Hans Lüdemann 80, 86, 114, 118, 121, 123

Hermann Kunne 87, 114, 119

Karl Peters 107

Karlsruhe  73, 75, 82, 107

Köln 73, 75, 107

Königsberg 73, 75, 86, 107-110, 184

Prince Eugen 328

R. 17 84

Scharnhorst 26, 45-47, 72-73, 75-77, 79-81, 89-91, 94, 110-111, 114-115, 275, 310-311, 314-317, 319-320, 323, 327-328

Steinbrink 310

Tirpitz 43, 328-329

Wilhelm Heidkamp 87, 114

Wolfgang Zenker 87, 114, 118, 121

Germany 13-14, 17-19, 22-27, 29-38, 40, 42-45, 47-57, 61-63, 66-67, 72-74, 77, 83, 93, 96, 107, 111, 113, 129, 133, 163, 207, 215, 222, 233, 243, 297, 303, 324-328, 332, 342, 361, 366, 377

Getz, Col. 145, 216

Gibraltar 328

Glasfurd, Cdm, C. E. 311, 314, 318

Godfrey, Capt., J. H. 199

Godman, Capt., J. 293

Goering, H. 23, 31, 44, 85

Gordon-Smith, Lt 102

Gordon-Watson, Capt., M. 265

Goss, S. 314

Graham, Maj, H. L. 50, 220, 272-273, 278-279

Gratangen 223, 229-230, 245-246, 249, 251

Great Britain 17-18, 22, 27, 31, 45, 207, 236, 243, 323

Green Howards Regt. 185-186, 188-189, 193-197, 204-206

Greenock 231, 306, 312

Gretton, Vice Adml, Sir P. 222, 283

Griffiths, A. S. 237

Grigg, Sir J. 135, 333

Grong 143, 145, 171, 253

Gubbins, Brig, C. M. V. 253-254, 256-259, 265, 269-274, 277-279, 282, 284-285, 289, 291, 294, 304, 335

Gudbrandsel 192

Guernica 31, 133

Gulf of Bothnia 49

Gulf Stream 49, 71

Günther, C. 57

Haakon VII, King 86, 325

Hagger, AB, P. 117

Haile Selassie, Emp 31

Hailsham, Viscount 24

Halifax, Lord 50, 58-59, 63, 133

Hamilton, Capt., L. H. K. 236

Harmatton 308

Harstad 94, 130-131, 133, 139, 143, 219, 221-222, 225, 230-231, 235, 237-239, 241, 245-246, 251-253, 259, 264-266, 268, 271, 273-275, 282, 288, 290, 292, 296, 301, 303, 305-312, 320

Harwich 243

Heath, Cdr, J. B. 312-313, 322

Hegra 150

Heidal 189

Helsinki 53

Hemnesberget 256, 258-259

Heppel, Lt, G. R. 95, 100-101, 103, 105, 124

Heyke, Vice Adml, H.

Heyke, Lt Cdr 98

Hezlet, Lt A. 82

Hibbert, Lt Col, W. S. 165-166, 169

Higston, Lt Col, W. 191

Hindenberg, F. M. 23

Hitler, A. 14, 20, 23-25, 27, 29-37, 42-44, 49, 62, 66-68, 74, 76, 91, 165, 186, 229, 232, 275, 296, 326-327, 333

Hoare, Sir S. 29-30

Hoare, Cdr, P. D. 116

Hobbs, Stk, C. 319

Hogg, Brig, D. 208

Holland/Netherlands 22, 83, 231, 233, 257, 275

Holland, Rear Adml, L. E. 179

Home Fleet 42, 46-48, 51, 74, 76-77, 79, 82, 84, 91-92, 96, 105-106, 110, 112, 131, 178, 180, 182, 222, 237, 313, 321-322

Hong Kong 18

Hooke, A.B, R. 316-317

Hore-Belisha, L. 29, 34-35, 54

Horten, base 84

Hotchkiss, tank 247

Hotchkiss a/tank gun 185, 190-191

House of Commons 23-24, 32, 36, 38, 40, 48, 82, 232, 244

Hughes-Hallett, Lt Cdr, C. 198

Hvinden-Haug, Div. Gen 153

Hull, Flt Lt, C. 286-288

Humber 243

Hysnes, fort 86

Iceland 46

Independent Companies 191, 245, 253-254, 256-258, 269-270, 272-273, 277-280, 284-287, 289-292, 331, 335

India 14, 19-20, 22, 28, 30, 329

Inner Leads 49, 55, 62-63, 67, 112, 256, 326, 328

Invergordon 20, 146

Irish Guards 132, 225, 228, 244-246, 251-252, 259, 263-265, 274, 277, 279-280, 284-286, 289-291, 293, 305-306

Iron ore 14, 45, 49-51, 53-55, 61-62, 65-67, 93, 98, 121, 129, 187, 201-202, 231, 233-234, 245, 281-282, 295, 297, 302-303, 326

Ironside, Gen, Sir E. 40-41, 53, 58-59, 61, 67, 91-92, 130, 132, 134-135, 137-138, 147, 151, 179, 186, 201-203, 220, 226, 232, 280-281, 330

Isle of Jersey

Ismay, Gen, H. L. 57, 179

Italy 18, 22-23, 25, 29-33, 52, 207, 243, 303, 305, 321, 328, 332

Jacob, Gen, Sir I. 77-78

James, Adml, Sir W. 131

Jameson, Flt Lt, P G. 309, 318

Jan Willem 73, 96, 99

Japan 18-19, 22-23, 25, 30, 52

Jenkins, R. 32

Jodl, Gen F. 229

Jones, AB, R. 316-317

Jordan, Maj. M. C. 192

Juniper 311

Junkerdalen 279

Jutland 66, 76, 115, 243

Kattegat 51, 72-73, 96-98, 107, 310

Kennedy, Capt. E. C. 46-47

Kennedy, Gen, Sir J. 21, 29, 38, 57-60

Kennedy, Lt, L. 208

Kent-Lemon, Lt Col A. L. 190

Keyes, Adml of Fleet, Sir R. 131, 232, 312

Kiel 74, 310

Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry Regt. 79, 144, 185

Kiruna 49, 55

Knowling, Lt Cdr, R. G. K.

Krag, rifle 189

Krefting, Norwegian Liaison Officer 136, 158

Kristiansand 62, 75, 82, 88, 107, 325

Krokstrand 273-274

Kummetz, Adml. 84

Kvam 183, 189-193, 195, 197, 204

Labour Party 22, 25

Lancastria 292, 305-306

Lane, Cpl, C. F. 143, 145, 167, 169-171, 211-212

Langsdorff, Capt., H. 45-46

Lanning, Cpl J. H. 191

Lapie, Capt., P. O. 248-249, 298-300

Lapphaugen 229-230

Latvia 36, 52

Laurantzon, Maj Gen, J. 133

Laval, P. 30

Lavang 230

Layman, Cdr, H. F. H. 94, 100-101, 103

Layton, Vice Adml, Sir G. 105-106, 130, 186, 207-208

League of Nations 23-26, 30-31

Lean, Cdr, J. J. 119

Lee-Barber, Lt Cdr, J. 214

Lee-Enfield, rifle 189

Le Geyt, Lt Cdr E. G. 314

Leith 64-65

Lemmon, H. 63

Leningrad 52-53

Lerwick 112

Lesjaskog Lake 181-182, 194, 241

Leuchars 174

Lewis gun 183, 200

Lie, J. 326

Lillehammer 147, 149, 151-158, 160, 188, 190

Lillesjona 142

Lithuania 35-36, 52

Little, Adml, Sir C. 321

Lloyd George, D. 56, 232

Lloyds of London 73

Locarno, Treaty of 29

Loch Ewe 42, 48

Lofoten Islands 71, 89, 178, 221, 289

London Naval Treaty 46

Longhope, Scapa Flow 177

Lorraine 35, 49, 297, 326

Lothian, Lord 30

Lucy, Lt, W. P. 108-109

Luftwaffe 23-25, 40-42, 44, 51, 75, 84, 105-106, 108, 112, 126, 129, 140-141, 144, 147, 155, 164, 172, 174-181, 183, 190, 194-196, 198, 200-201, 204, 206-207, 235-237, 241-242, 258, 268, 276, 289-290, 292-293, 300-303, 306-307, 310, 327-328, 332

Lulea 49, 51, 54, 233

Lundehøgda 156

Lush, Tel, R. W. 116

Lutjens, Vice Adml, G. 73, 80, 89-91, 320

Lydekker, Lt 286-288

Macdonald, Capt. A. B. 307

Mackesy, Maj Gen, P. J. 57-60, 130-132, 134-137, 139, 143, 219-221, 224-230, 233-235, 238, 242-246, 251-252

Macmillan, H. 26, 32, 34, 37

Maginot Line 35, 56

Magrin-Verneret, Lt-Col. 231, 297-298

Malta 328

Mansell, Lt Cdm. 103

Margot 240, 257

Marschall, Adml, W. 46-47, 310-311, 319-320

Massy, Lt Gen, H. R. S. 181, 186, 193, 227, 233, 252

Masurian Lakes 134

Maund, Rear Adml, L. E. H. 132, 244, 247, 300, 303, 307, 310

Maxton, Wg Cdr 286-287

Maywald, Cdr 98, 114

McCleary, P. S. M. 305

McCoy, Cdr, J. A. 119

McCracken, Lt 102

McRiggs, Capt., A. F. 192

Mediterranean 22, 27, 30, 180, 182, 207, 230, 243, 264, 297, 312, 327-328

Merchant Navy 44, 103, 126, 148

Minefields 51, 54, 97, 116

Mjøsa, Lake 147, 149-153, 155, 157, 161

Mo 216, 233, 245-246, 253-254, 256-259, 263, 265, 269-271, 273, 291

Molde 146-147, 154, 186, 188, 190, 194, 199, 207-209

Molotov, V. 42

Monarch of Bermuda 130, 13, 219, 231, 305

Montevideo 46

Montgomery, FM, B. 333

Montgomery-Massingberd, Gen. 27

Moore, Grp Capt., M. M. 238

Moorhouse, L/Cpl, S. 276

Morgan, Boy Tel, J. T. 175-176

Morgan, Brig, H. 136-137, 140, 146-154, 157-158, 160, 173, 185-186, 188-189, 193, 204

Mosse, Lt, J. P. 247, 301

Mosjoen 172, 253-254, 256, 259

Mountbatten, Capt., Lord Louis. 209

Mountevans, Adml, Lord. 91, 106

Mowinckel Plan 283, 296

Murphy, Gdsn 285

Mussolini, B. 20, 30-32, 207, 243, 327

Namsenfjord 140, 146, 181

Namsos 135-137, 139-146, 164, 166-167, 169, 171-173, 178, 181, 185, 187, 188, 194, 198, 200-202, 206-207, 209-212, 215-216, 219, 221, 239, 252-253

Nantes 38

Narvik 14, 49, 53-58, 60-62, 67, 71-76, 81, 86-89, 91-100, 102-105, 110-115, 117-119, 122-126, 129-140, 173, 178, 187-188, 202-202, 206, 208, 219-231, 233-235, 237-238, 242-246, 249-254, 257-259, 265, 269, 274-275, 281-283, 289-290, 295-297, 299-306, 309-311, 320-321, 324-326, 331-332

Newall, Lord 57, 134-135

Nord-Norge 256

North Cornwall 103, 124

Northern Patrol 46-47, 50, 77

North Sea 42, 44, 46, 50, 71, 75-77, 93, 105, 114, 175, 181, 275, 282, 321

Norwegian Government 49, 56, 63, 65-67, 82-83, 86-88, 133, 135, 150, 207, 281, 283, 295-296, 304, 325, 327

Norwegian Naval ships:

Eidsvold 87, 97

Kjell 63-64

Nordkapp 96

Norge 87, 96, 256

Olav Tryggvason 84

Oltra 84

Pol III 83

Ramma 84

Skarv 63-64

Norwegian Royal Family 283, 304, 322

Nyakoa 308

Nygaardsvold 325

Nykirke 155

Oerlikon gun 181, 198, 290

Ofotfjord 55, 86, 97-98, 100, 104, 110, 113-114, 116-117, 225, 251, 298, 310

Oil Pioneer 308, 311

Oligarch 308

Olsen, O. 85

Olsen, Lt, W. 83-84

O’Neill, Stk, J. 317

Operations:

Bueffel 297 	Catherine 50-52, 131

Dynamo 327

Hammer 140, 178-180

Juno 310

Maurice 134, 140-141, 185, 215

Pekin 43

Primrose 146, 149

Royal Marine 67-68

Sickleforce 140, 185, 202

Stockforce 279

Weserübung 66, 72, 324-325

Wildente 256

Orama 311

Oransay 307

Orion 78, 140, 147-148

Orkneys 50, 62, 108, 237, 292

Ormonde 307

Orneset 298-300

Oslo 54, 62-63, 73, 75, 82-88, 93, 129, 133-134, 136, 140, 146-147, 149-150, 152, 154-155, 171, 173, 188, 193, 195, 317, 325-327

Osterdal 188, 193, 196

Otta 192-193, 195, 197-198, 204

Ottoman Empire 17

Oxelösund 49

Pacey, LA, M. 118

Paget, Gen Sir B. 173, 180-181, 185-186, 188, 192-195

Paris 17, 55, 61, 68, 91, 186-187, 234, 257, 260, 282, 306

Partridge, Capt., R. T. 108, 109, 184

Pegram, Capt., F. H. 140

Peilow, Sgt 264

Peters, Lt Cdr, G. H. 120

Petsamo 55

Philips, Adml, T. 65, 76, 135, 137, 199

Phillips, Brig, C. G. 137, 143, 164, 166-167, 172, 187

Plan R 4 67, 71, 74, 77-78, 140

Pohle, Capt. 42

Poland 13-14, 23, 27, 34-38, 42, 44-45, 48, 52, 56, 83, 134-135, 204, 207, 236, 243, 275, 296, 310, 324, 327, 332

Polish Army

Carpathian Bde 263

Podhalanska Rifle Bde 250, 301

Polish Navy: ships, O.R.P:-

Błyskawica 42, 76, 235

Burza 42, 76, 236

Grom 42, 76, 233-236

Orzel 42, 81, 235

Wilk 42, 303

‘Pom-Pom’ A/A gun 119, 146, 198, 314

Pound, Admiral of the Fleet, Sir D. 45, 49, 51-52, 65, 74, 76-78, 88, 97, 130-131, 135, 178, 180, 219, 243, 321

Prien, kapitänleutnant, G. 48, 223-224

‘Puffers’ 222, 230, 241, 244, 251, 274-275, 277, 284, 289-290, 305

Quisling, Major V. 62, 83, 130, 288, 325-326

Raeder, Grand Adml, E. 23, 25, 43-44, 62, 66, 126, 275, 310

Ramnes 86

Ramsey, Vice Adml, Sir B. 321, 327

Ramsey, Lt, A. H. 269

Ramsey, Sub-Lt 80

Ramsey, Macdonald 20, 232

Ranen 290

Ranfjord 259

Rauenfels 73, 103-104, 114

Rauer, fort 84

Ravenhill, Cdr, R. W. 145

Reardon, P. O. 116

Rediess, Gen. G. 326

Regia Aeronautica 30

Reina del Pacifico 130, 219

Reynaud, P. 67-68, 93, 186-187, 202

Rhine/Rhineland 29-30, 35, 37, 67, 73

Ribbentrop, J. 42

Rice, PO Airman, F. C. 116-117

Rio de Janiero 81-83

Robinson,, Lt Col A. E. 186

Robinson, A.B, K. 64, 120, 124

Roda 86

Rognan 257, 270, 273, 277, 285, 289, 291

Romanby 73

Rombaksfjord 119, 121-123, 208-209, 229, 250, 297-298, 301-302

Romsdalfjord 199

Roope, Lt Cdr, G. B. 80-81

Roosevelt, F. D. 53

Roosevelt, Maj., K. 289, 292

Roscher Neilsen, Lt Col. 152, 270

Roskill, Capt., S. W. 20, 40, 48, 77, 92, 95-97, 178, 199, 311, 313, 321

Rosyth 42, 71-72, 76-79, 131, 136, 146, 148, 176, 179, 186, 318

Royal Air Force/Sqns, Nos 46 and 263182, 240-242, 309

Royal Artillery 307

Royal Engineers 166, 193, 204, 240, 306

Royal Flying Corps 21

Royal Leicestershire Regt. 79, 147

Royal Lincolnshire Regt. 79, 142, 143, 164-165, 167-168, 211

Royal Marines 90, 108, 146, 177, 181, 188, 206, 268

Royal Naval Patrol Service 200

Royal Navy 13, 18-21, 25-27, 30-31, 34, 38, 42-43, 47-48, 51, 75, 77, 92, 94, 107, 110, 113-114, 126, 136, 140, 164, 174, 181, 184, 198-200, 213, 215, 231-232, 236, 238, 238, 243, 259, 275, 282, 298, 310, 320, 328-329, 333

Royal Navy, ships, HMS:

Acasta 130, 304, 311, 314-315, 317-321,  323, 327

Acheron 147, 186, 304, 307

Achilles 46

Afridi 76, 106, 122, 140, 142-143, 199, 209, 212-215,

Ajax 46

Amazon 199

Antelope 307

Arab 200, 210

Ardent 130, 253, 304, 311, 314-321, 323, 327

Arethusa 63, 76, 140, 147, 208, 243

Argus 328

Ark Royal 47-48, 180, 182, 184, 194, 208, 237, 240, 243, 247, 304, 307-308, 311, 313-314, 321, 323

Arrow 147, 186, 292, 304, 308

Ashanti 307

Atherstone 307

Auckland 146, 207-209

Aurora 60, 91-92, 106, 139, 220, 227-228, 236, 247-248

Basilisk 247-248

Beagle 298, 304, 307

Bedouin 76, 115-117, 121, 123, 227, 236, 307

Berwick 72, 77, 79, 110-111, 146

Birmingham 95, 130, 139, 186, 188, 208-209

Bittern 146, 209

Black Swan 146, 198, 200, 207

Brazen 76, 130, 222

Broke 91

Cairo 139, 144, 187, 257, 265-266, 298, 301-304

Calcutta 207-209, 256

Campbell 186

Carlisle 147, 209, 243

Clyde 320

Codrington 76, 130

Cossack 56, 62-66, 76, 105, 115-116, 119, 120, 122-125

Courageous 48

Coventry 230, 265-266, 298, 307

Curacoa 147

Curlew 144, 230, 304

Delight 208, 293, 304, 307

Devonshire 72, 77-79, 110-111, 209, 241, 303-304, 315, 322, 325

Diana 208-209, 304, 314

Echo 48, 139, 221-222, 265, 266-268, 290, 292-293, 304, 306

Eclipse 112

Effingham 227-228, 236, 245-248, 263, 265-271, 274, 278, 293

Electra 76, 227

Enterprise 227-228, 257

Escapade 76

Escort 112

Esk 71, 94

Eskimo 76, 111, 115, 116-117, 119, 121-124

Exeter 46

Fame 247, 293, 298, 300, 304, 307

Faulkner 236

Fearless 130, 222

Firedrake 274, 292-293, 295, 304, 307

Flamingo 146, 194

Fleetwood 207, 257

Forester 115-116, 121-123

Foxhound 92, 115-116, 119-121, 227

Furious 108, 110-112, 179, 240

Galatea 76, 140, 147, 186, 208, 243

Glasgow 72, 77-78, 105-106, 140-141, 186, 207

Glorious 180, 182, 184, 208, 242-243, 304, 308-309, 311-318, 320, 321-323, 327

Glowworm 71, 79-81

Grenade 209, 212-213

Griffin 76, 130, 186, 188, 209-210, 212, 214-215

Gurkha 76, 106

Hardy 71, 94, 97-104, 124

Hasty 209

Havelock 247-248, 292, 298, 301, 304, 307

Havock 71, 94, 97-98, 101-104, 227

Hereward 175

Hermes 48

Hero 71, 005-116, 118, 121-123, 227

Hesperus 257

Highlander 304, 307

Hood 42, 114, 146

Hostile 95, 97-104, 227

Hotspur 71, 94, 97, 99, 100-104

Hunter 71, 94, 97, 98, 101-102, 104

Icarus 71, 94, 115-116, 121-123, 186

Ilex 71, 112

Imogen 71, 112, 242

Impulsive 48, 71, 94

Inglefield 48, 71, 112, 208

Intrepid 48, 63

Isis 71, 112

Ivanhoe 48, 63, 71, 94, 124-125, 186

Jackal 181, 207, 257-258

Janus 175, 253

Javelin 181, 207, 257-258

Juno 175

Jupiter 76

Kashmir 76, 105

Kelly 209-210

Kelvin 76, 105

Kimberley 76, 115-116, 119-123, 125

Kipling 175

Manchester 105, 130, 139, 144, 186, 188, 208-209, 243

Maori 209-210

Mashona 142, 253, 265-267

Matabele 142, 253, 265-267

Mohawk 76, 199

Narwhal 108

Nelson 48, 146, 179

Newcastle 47

Nubian 142, 145, 209, 212

Penelope 76, 79, 94-95, 110-111, 114, 220

Protector 247-248

Punjabi 76, 115-116, 118-119, 123

Rawalpindi 46-47, 50, 77

Renown 71-73, 79, 89-91, 94-96, 110, 112, 114, 115, 177

Repulse 72, 76, 79, 9495, 112, 114, 177

Resolution 230, 236, 243-244, 247-249

Rodney 72, 76, 79, 94-95, 112, 114, 177

Royal Oak 42, 48, 223, 309

Seal 175

Sealion 107

Sikh 76, 142, 199, 208

Sheffield 76, 105, 140-141, 186, 208, 243

Snapper 107

Somali 113, 141-142, 208-209, 247, 259

Southampton 105-106, 130, 133, 139, 208, 220, 244, 297-298, 301, 307

Spearfish 107

Stork 263, 265, 304, 308

Sterlet 107

Suffolk 174-180

Tarpon 107

Tartar 208, 307

Tetrarch 107

Teviot Bank 71, 73

Thistle 107

Trident 82

Truant 82, 107

Unity 107

Valiant 72, 76, 110, 112, 130, 306-307

Vanessa 48

Vesper 48

Vindex 322

Vindictive 130, 247-248, 292, 304-305

Viscount 307

Wakeful 48

Walker 208, 274, 298, 304

Wanderer 208

Warspite 92, 110, 112, 115-117, 119-125, 139-140, 220, 224, 226-228, 230, 243

Westcott 208

Withington 199

Wolverine 263-264, 207

Wren 247-248

York 72, 77, 79, 110, 112, 186, 188, 209, 212, 215, 223

Zulu 76, 105, 256

Royal Ulsterman 253, 307

Rucker, Sir Arthur 93

Ruge, Gen, O. 86, 134, 140, 146, 150-154, 157, 160, 189, 193, 203-204, 208-209, 216, 229, 269, 295, 303

Russia 17-18, 23-24, 31, 35-37, 42, 49-50, 52-53, 55, 60, 73, 130, 327-328, 332-333

Russian Revolution 17, 52, 130

Sagfjord 139

Salangen 139, 241, 245

Salangsverket 139

Samuel, Sir Herbert 23

Sandnessjøen 257-258

Saville, H. 63

Scandinavia 53-54, 56, 61, 66-68, 227, 283, 326, 335

Scapa Flow 13, 17, 42, 48, 59, 62, 73, 76, 79, 110, 130, 133, 139, 175-179, 182, 199, 207-9, 213, 215, 223, 259, 288, 313-314, 323

Schubert, Cdr 316

Schutze, kapitänleutnant, H. 104

Scotland 42, 48, 50, 76, 141, 155, 163, 183-184, 305-307, 322

Scots Guards 61, 130, 132-133, 139, 220, 225, 240, 244-246, 251-253, 257-259, 265, 269-274, 276-280, 284-285, 291, 293-294, 306

Scott, ERA, W. A. 214

Seal, Sir Eric 97

Sheerness 243

Sherbrooke, Cdr, R. St V. 119-120

Sherwood Foresters Regt 37, 78-79, 147-148, 150, 152-155, 158, 161, 163

Shetlands 44, 62, 92, 112, 144, 215

Simon, Sir John 24, 29

Simpson, Col, H W. 146-147, 151

Sinclair, Sir Archibald 25

Singapore 18, 33

Sjoveien 139

Skaanland 225, 237-238, 242, 245, 251, 288
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