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by Frederick A. Brofos (497)

The Merchant Fleet

Immediately after the German invasion of Norway on April 9, 1940, the
Germans attempted to gain control of the great Norwegian merchant fleet
(4,850,000 gross tons), certainly Norway’s most valuable war asset. The

ns broadcast orders, in the name of the ship owners, for all Norwegian
captains abroad to take their vessels to Norwegian or neutral ports. How-
ever, every captain took heed of thé warnings not to depend on communica-
tions from occupied Norway, which were sent out by Norwegian Legations
overseas. Thus a fleet of more than 1000 vessels, manned by 25,000 Nor-
wegian sailors, was put at the disposal of the Allies. A Norwegian shipping .
and trade mission, called Nortraship, with branch offices throughout the free
. world, was established to control this invalusble fleet. It is not diffieuilt to
realize what these ships meant for the Allied cause. To mention one point
only: Forty per cent of the oil shipped for the Allies in all theatres of the
war was carried by Norwegian tankers. Losses of ships and men were heavy. .

In all, Norway lost about 660 ships totalling 2,393,000 gross tons, and 3000
Norwegian seamen lost their lives as a result of enemy action. 7
The Roygl Norwegian Navy - : - w - .

- After the Battle of Norway, in 1940, only two Norwegian destroyers, one
- submarine, ten fishing protection ships and various auxiliary vessels safely
reached British ports. Gradually, hewever, a new navy was built up; and by
March 1943 the Royal Norwegian Navy had expanded to 25 warships: de-.
atroyers, suomarines, corvettes, torpedo boats, and motor launches—and about
. 30 auxiliary vessels—converted Norwegian whalecatchers and trawlers, which-
were used as mine sweepers and escort or patrol vessels, These ships, and a
* number of others that were added to the Navy later, fought side by side with
other Allied warships under the operational command of the British Admiralty
and were manned by sbout 600 officers and 4,60 petty officers and ratings.
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Philatelic aspects

The set of 6 stamps issued on January 1, 1943 by the Norwegian Govern-
ment in exv'e in London was not only issued for propaganda purposes but
found actual use on correspondence from Personnel abocrd ships of the Royal
Norwegian Navy and the Merchant Fleet.
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Special rubber postmarks were issued to the ships by the Norwegian
‘Consulates and Nortraship offices, where stamp supplies were presumably
also availaole. These postmarks are of particular interest to collectors as
each postmark carried a separate identification number. Lists of these num-
bers and tha corresponding ships were acquired from official sources after
the war and published in “Norsk Filatelistisk Tidskrift” (1946), with whose
kind permission they are here reproduced.

The postmarks were rectangular shaped and about 60%37 mm. in size.
At the top appears an anchor with 3 wave lines on each side. In the center
is a smaller rectangle, about 41x8 mm., containing the date znd the identifi-
cation number. At the bottom, in 2 lines, is: NORSK SKIPSPOST HAN-

DELSFLATEN, meaning Norwegian Ship Mail—The Merchant Fleet. The

postmarks of the Navy were identical with those of the Merchant Fleet ex-
cept that the last word of the former was MARINEN, meaning The Navy: I
have seen these postmarks applied in blte, violet, black and green.

-~ There is an interesting variety of the Navy postmark which has the let-
ters “J” on one side and “M” on the other side of the center date rectangle.
This postmark, which, in addition, bore the identification number 125, was
used by the guard force on the Norweg.an arctic possession of Jan Mayen, a

























































































































































