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n May 1948, Winston
Churchill flew to Oslo to
receive a doctorate of
philosophy. Accepting the
award, he spoke with
emotion about  Hitler’s
invasion of Norway, “that
foul outrage and act of
treachery” that ranked “as
one of the black deeds of
history”. Yet to many in his audience he
had omitted something of importance. It
fell to the governor of the Bank of Norway
tomakethe point. Inaspeechin Churchill’s
honour, he said that the Germans lost the
war when they invaded Norway. “It had
this effect that Winston Churchill took
over the leadership of Great Britain.”

The story remains fresh and fascinating.
It unravels against a backdrop of peaks,
birch forests and fjords that are the chief
features of Norway’s dramatic 15,000-
mile coastline—that, and a long-lasting
sympathy between the two nations.

The rocky path to Churchill’s premier-
ship begins north of the Arctic Circle, in
the inland port of Narvik. Modern Narvik
is a neat, proud town of red and grey roofs.
Iron is the continued reason for Narvik.
The trains trundle every 50 minutes into
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the harbour, 64 wagons tipping their high-
grade cargoes into container ships bound,
these days, for the Netherlands. In 1940,
nine million tons of this ore sailed to
Germany—providing two thirds of the iron
vital for Hitler’s armaments. “A battleship
could be made out of one day’s work in

Narvik,” wrote the journalist Giles
Romilly. His uncle, Winston Churchill,
First Lord of the Admiralty, was
determined to halt this traffic.

In April 1940, Romilly was sent by the
Daily Express to Narvik after Churchill
ordered the Royal Navy to mine the
entrance to its fjord. For all eight months
of the Phoney War, the Narvik operation,
codenamed Wilfred, had remained
Churchill’s “pet project”. Only at this late
stage had the War Cabinet given the go-
ahead. At 4.25am on April 8, 234 mines
were laid at depth of 12 feet in West Fjord.

In this little corner of Norway, the
Phoney War ended abruptly at 5.10am the
following morning with “two abominable
bangs” beneath Romilly’s burgundy-
curtained room in the Royal Hotel.

The noise brought him running
downstairs to the quayside. Despite the
mines, German troops were landing—
capturing Narvik in less than 25 minutes.
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At that moment in simultaneous raids all
over Norway, Nazi paratroopers and
soldiers were occupying Oslo and the
country’s main ports and airfields. “I
dashed back,” Romilly wrote in the diary
he later gave his uncle, “but they were
already on my heels. They went in
brandishing pistols, shouting for “Papers!”
and for the British Consul. They were
screaming for him. A posse was rushed up
to his room. He was gone.” Consul Gibbs
escaped the hotel to a house on the
outskirts where he lived for three weeks,
posing as a deaf mute. Romilly was less
fortunate. A German soldier marched him
down the main street.

I follow in his tracks and step out of the
Grand Hotel into an autumn wind. Past
Pleaser, a store selling “erotic accessories”
(the assistant tells me she has sold out of
her bestseller, “a rabbit-shaped dildo”).
Past Fiskehallen, a takeaway advertising
“whale-bergers [sic]” (I order one, with
cowberry sauce). Past a poster for a
construction firm bearing the rich
promise, “We will make Narvik even
prettier.” Over the railway bridge and a
blue locomotive named “Malmberget [the
iron ore mountain]”—to the austere high
school, closed for the weekend, where
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Romilly spent the night.

Next morning, he was taken back across
the railway line to the Café Iris (now a
Turkish-Italian restaurant) to join 14
survivors from a British destroyer “sitting
in blankets without a stitch of clothing
between them.” Nine days later, he was
returned to the Royal Hotel and
interrogated in the lobby by a German
lieutenant:

“What will your uncle say when he hears
what has happened to you?”

“I don’t suppose I shall be a consid-
eration of policy.”

In England, Romilly’s family had no
notion of his subsequent fate (he was flown
to Colditz, remaining a POW for the
duration of the war). Following news of his
nephew’s arrest, a tired, ill-looking, and by

torpedoes at sitting ducks like the British
battleship Warspite—all of which mal-
functioned, either exploding prematurely
or failing to detonate. Kristiansen believes
that “If the German torpedoes had
functioned, Gallipoli would have looked
like a children’s birthday party.”

History in Narvik still carries an
unexpected weight. If it has a colour, it is
the granite of the 34 tombstones in the
cemetery, each standing for a drowned
British soldier or sailor.

At the Museum Nord in Svolver, amid
his astonishing collection of Second World
War relics, the curator and owner, former
rock guitarist William Hakvaag, holds up
a white German Navy shirt with the name
tag still legible. “Hans Ulrich Schulz”, a
sailor on the German destroyer Hermann

him was a fellow travel writer, Captain
Martin Lindsay, who had crossed
Greenland by sledge. Their mission: to
find pilots to guide in three destroyers that
night. “We were the first British troops to
land in Norway,” Fleming wrote in the
secret report he handed to Churchill 12
days later. By then, the full fiasco of
Churchill’s catastrophic campaign had
been laid as bare as the blitzed Namsos.

oday, Namsos is known

I principally for Rock City—an
entire museum devoted to
Hakvaag’s former band Prudence (famous
in Norway for songs like “Four Beers
and a Pizza” and “Tomorrow May Be
Vanished”). In April 1940, Namsos had a
reputation as the most thoroughly bombed

“IFF'THE TORPEDOLES
HAD FUNCTIONED, GALLIPOLI

WOULD HAVE LOOKED LIKEA CHILDREN'S BIRTHDAY PARTY”

his own admission “completely outwitted”
Churchill gave a feeble speech in the
Commons. Harold Nicolson observed:
“He hesitates, gets his notes in the wrong
order, puts on the wrong pair of spectacles,
fumbles for the right pair. . .” To Churchill,
Romilly was an errant son, who had spent
every Christmas at Chartwell, once
reducing housemaids to tears with his
grand finale of “You're a better man than I
am, Gunga Din.” And now the Nazis had
captured him in a brilliantly executed
attack. Was this to be England’s fate?
Already, Churchill had directed a
convoy to retake Narvik, with more ships
and troops on their way. In his bookshop
below the former Café Iris, Trond
Kristiansen invites me to pick up a
fragment from one of HMS Warspite’s
shells. It’s too heavy to lift with one hand.
A publisher specializing in the Norway
campaign, Kristiansen discloses a riveting
piece of information overlooked in most
British accounts: “It was suicidal and
insanely dangerous to bring the Navy into
West Fjord, because five U-boats were
waiting for them.” One U-boat was
commanded by Giinther Prien, who, six
months earlier, had sunk the Royal Oak in
Scapa Flow. In what became known as the
Torpedo Crisis, Prien fired a total of 10
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Kuhne, which sank on April 13. “This shirt
has been in the water 50 years,” says Hak-
vaag. Its German owner had survived too,
and in 1999 Hakvaag traced him to Cal-
gary. Schulz asked, “How did it get into
your hands? Did a diver bring it to the
surface? It is unbelievable.” Hakvaag’s ex-
planation? “The oil in the sand preserved it.”

In this strange and rather wonderful
museum, | recognize a bond connecting
local history and rock music. I reflect on
Hakvaag’s previous life. “What would you
play as your last song?” I ask.

“Still Got The Blues’.”

“When did you first learn to play it?”

He smiles wryly. “You never learn to
play.”

Outmanoeuvred by Hitler, Churchill
stalled on his plan to recapture Narvik,
instead diverting part of the convoy 470
miles south to Namsos, a fishing village
not yet occupied by the Nazis. At the
vanguard of this hastily improvised force
was another writer personally known to
him, Captain Peter Fleming, author of
Brazilian Adventure and Ian’s elder brother.

On April 14, 1940, Fleming landed in a
Sunderland flying boat in the Namsos
fjord, “wounding the still-dark surface of
the water with that wonderful arrogant
swish, which a Sunderland makes”. With
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city in the world, after German planes
reduced the streets and houses to their
foundations and added a new verb to the
English language: to be “Namsosed”.

Ninety-seven-year-old Storm Evensen
watched Fleming arrive. “I was there when
the Sunderland flew in and the English
officer came ashore,” he says. “I couldn’t
see the pilot or passengers for the mist on
the windows.” Reflected in the fogged-up
portholes were “a few scattered housesina
desert of snow and silence”, as one French
soldier put it—plus an operation sabotaged
from the outset. When he diverted the
Narvik convoy here, Churchill separated
his troops from the ships transporting their
equipment. Without skis, artillery, anti-
aircraft guns, maps, vehicles or—above
all—air cover, the Allies had no chance of
defeating an exceptionally well-armed,
well-trained enemy already in situ.

In a freezing blizzard and four feet of
snow, 15,000 unprepared British and
French troops disembarked, until, early on
April 20, they were spotted by a German
reconnaissance plane.

I walk up a grass bank, past a butcher’s
selling “minced elk” and boasting a stuffed
bear, to one of the few houses spared by the
Luftwaffe’s incendiary bombs. Fleming
requisitioned this wooden building for the



GERMAN PLANES
REDUCED THE STREETS AND

HOUSESTO THEIR FOUNDATIONS

operation’s commander, Major-General
Carton de Wiart, a multi-wounded figure
with one eye, one arm and two VCs. Fanny
Fahsing was the elfin young woman who
cooked for them. Her daughter remembers
the night Fanny encountered de Wiart.
“She thought he was a ghost because he
came into the hallway in a white nightshirt
and a black eye-patch and one arm wearing
a nightcap. ‘Oh my God!’ she said. He
wanted water for his bath.”

Britain’s first land engagement with the
Germans in the Second World War took
place at 9am on April 21 at Krogs farm, 50
miles south of Namsos. The farmer’s
daughter who witnessed it still lives there.
Torlaug Werstad points at the red barn
across the yard, and suddenly she is 12
again. The telephone is ringing with news
that the Germans have landed, and bombs
are suddenly exploding in the barn—"“that
began to burn first”—and the flames jump
to the shed next to it, and she watches a
British soldier who has taken up position in
the loft leap down into the snow and
disappear in the smoke.

Private Tom Fowler was that soldier. He
is one of the last living witnesses of the
Namsos campaign. Meeting him 75 years
on beside his gas fire in Lincolnshire, I have
to remind myself that this was someone
present at the first clash of arms between
British and German soldiers since 1918.

“We were in a farm building full of hay,
looking through a crack in the wood. We
were supposed to be looking for Germans.
A German ship had come into Trondheim
fjord, and come right up, not far from the
farm.” But the enemy was hard to make out
against the snow. “They were white
shadowsinthe distance. They’d got sledges,
and machine guns and white coats. We had
nothing. Just what we stood in. We had not
one aeroplane. We had no ammunition. We
had no mortar of any description.” Against
the Luftwaffe’s incendiaries and the
unending barrage of German naval
artillery, Fowler had a 1914 Lee Enfield and
a satchel with 50 bullets.

Still, Namsos did not vanish. As the song
goes and as its Rock Museum shows, it
overcame its blues. In 1975, on the cliff
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directly above de Wiart’s HQ, the band
Prudence’sleadsinger, Age Aleksandersen,
launched perhaps his most famous hit, “It’s
a long way to the Royal Albert Hall.”
Bringing a strange cycle of events full circle,
on 17 June 2016 Aleksandersen will
become the first Norwegian solo artist to
throw a concert. . .at the Royal Albert Hall.

If Norway’s senior rock star can muster
the strength, he should travel the extra mile
and visit an equally famous hall in
Westminster. In a packed chamber in the
House of Commons, on May §, 1940, a

routine debate about “the conduct of the
war in Norway” achieved something
unanticipated and extraordinary—the
overthrow of Chamberlain’s government,
and his replacement by the man who
more than anyone was responsible for that
campaign.  Paradoxically, Churchill’s
failure in Norway allowed him to come to
power, believes Gunnar Hojem, head of
Namsos’s history society. “If he had done
what he meant to do, it would have been a
catastrophe. Maybe we’d all be wearing
brown shirts still today.” O
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Norway

magneticnorthtravel.com)

A trip similar to Nicholas Shakespeare's would cost from £1,390pp based on two
travelling and including return flights to Oslo with British Airways (britishairways.com),

car hire and seven nights' accommodation on a BB basis. Magnetic North Travel

Norway is among Europe’s more expensive countries. The geography is steep, too. Most
locals heading north opt for internal flights rather than drive. That said, it's one of the
friendliest and easiest places to travel around.

visit Museum Nord in Svolveer, which has a unique collection of Second World War
memorabilia, including cartoons by Hitler (museumnord.no); Narvik War Museum for
Britain's contribution (warmuseum.no); and Rock City, Namsos's waterfront museum
saluting Norwegian rock & roll (rockcity.no).

taste locally roasted coffee from Langera Coffee Roasters on the road to Namsos
(langorakaffe.no).

eat roast elk at Narvik's Grand Royal Hotel, where Churchill's nephew Giles Romilly
stayed (47 76 97 70 00)

ski in Narvik, down the only pistes in Europe descending to the sea.

drink alcohol, unless you're feeling flush. A beer can set you back £10.

Francois Kersaudy's Norway 1940 covers the overall campaign; John
Benson's Saturday Night Soldiers is good on the debacle at Namsos. Fiction: for
the Arctic nights, there's Karl Ove Knausgéard's mammoth novel, My Struggle.

Norway's national archives are now lodged in Trondheim’s former U-boat pen,
a gigantic concrete bunker built by Albert Speer’s Todt Organization. Well worth a
visit, not least to see how something dreadful can be converted almost into its
opposite (arkivverket.no).
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