
 

 

Oftebro boys in The Independent Norwegian Brigade 

Group in Germany.  

Military technical information in this report has been taken  from "Norske styrker i Tyskland 1947-1953”  by 

Olav Breidlid and Ernst Olav Bjørkevik and from Wikipedia. 

 

Why and how 

Already while the Second World War raged, the Norwegian government in London received 

wishes from their British counterparts that Norway after the war ought to join the Allied 

forces’ ongoing occupation of Germany. It would be a question of maintaining law and order 

in a society that lay in ruins, and one was even keen to ensure that the individual conqueror of 

the World War should not feel any temptation to expand the occupation zone they had 

acquired, let alone feel tempted to any assaults against countries that had escaped actual acts 

of war, for example Denmark. Norwegian forces would therefore defend already occupied 

territory. It was not the premise that the forces should actively participate in battle. It must 

nevertheless be clear that the threat situation could evolve so that conflict could not be 

avoided. 

 

The British believed they had received assurances by the Norwegian Government of such 

Norwegian participation. They envisaged a small Norwegian division of 12.000 soldiers. 

But also Norway licked her wounds after the war. One faced a huge reconstruction of the civil 

Norway, while the military forces lacked both equipment and commissioned as well as non 

commissioned officers. How should one in this situation spare large military forces to 

operations in Germany? 

The political discussions were intense, not to mention that minister of defense Jens Chr. 

Hauge was a strong advocate for prioritizing Norway's domestic needs. Voices advocated that 

one could offer the personnel-classes from 1940 to 1945 a shorter, military education program 

to cover up massive and acute personnel deficiencies. Then one could start the thorough 

training of soldiers from the 1946 class and onwards. However, those who would prioritize 

reconstruction of Norway and release war time classes for this purpose drew the longest 

straw. 

The conclusions of the many discussions were that Norway should prepare a Norwegian 

brigade of 4.400 men. The brigade was to serve in the British occupied sector in Germany. It 

should for war operating purposes be under British command, but otherwise it should cover 

all its own needs. Initially one did not manage to fit a military hospital into the tight 

framework that was drawn up. 



Besides the war operative personnel, which should have a limited service period in Germany, 

the brigade should be set up with a so-called "Germany command" with a more sustained 

period of service. This command would take care of various administrative tasks, such as 

keeping connection lines open to the Army Chief Command in Norway, and to the British 

forces. This "Germany command" was drawn up with 200 officers and men, and around half 

of them should be women. Among the arguments for this female proportion was, remarkably 

enough, that the soldiers easier would be ashamed to break the moral codes if there were 

women present. Regular participation of women in the brigade was however voted down by 

Parliament.  Gradually, however, women were engaged in the brigade, as for instance nurses, 

and also women over 40 years to various other services for the brigade, also referred to as "the 

mature women". 

And while we touch these times’ seemingly puritanical norms, it may be appropriate also to 

mention the fierce debate  that took place in Norway after the decision was taken to equip 

soldiers in the brigade with contraceptives, and which resulted in a "public letter" to the 

Parliament on the matter. 

Each brigade assumed a first 

service in Norway for 6 

months prior to departure. 

Service in Germany should 

also last for 6 months. In this 

way there were 2 times 4.400 

Norwegian soldiers serving in 

the brigade each year. All in 

all 50.000 Norwegian soldiers 

did such military service 

between 1947 and 1953. 

 

 

The British offered to take care of the transport of the troops and the equipment back and 

forth between Norway and Germany. The Ministry of Defense found however, that they could 

make the transport cheaper on their own. One was able to purchase a former German vessel 

for the purpose. The ship, which had accrued to the Americans as spoils of war, was named 

"Svalbard". It was fit out for troop transport, inter alia, by bunks of simple plank, three to four 

berths high. The bunks were at first provided with mattresses of paper sacking filled with 

straw. Up to 30 men stayed in each cabin and the ship could carry 1.200 soldiers at a time. 

The soldiers ate in shifts, and they took care of the cleaning themselves. This could be quite 

cumbersome when the weather was bad and seasickness dominated the journey. 

 

Originally the brigade was transferred to Harz, north of Hannover. The terrain here looks a lot 

like Norway, and was believed to be beneficial for the Norwegian troops as an exercise area. 

Fairly soon, however, the brigade was transferred to Schleswig-Holstein. 

Troop transport vessel “Svalbard” 



Private Svein Edland (1925-2008) went into service in Brigade group 471. 

Brigade group 471 was the first group of Norwegian 

soldiers to be sent to Germany after WW2. Military 

recruits born in 1925 joined to do their compulsory 

military service after WW2 in 1946. Svein Edland 

applied to join the Independent Norwegian Brigade 

Group in Germany and was accepted and prepared for 

his tour at Madlamoen outside Stavanger. The recruits 

were then sent to Camp Ulven south of Bergen for their 

primary military training from September 1
st
 1946. 

Svein really wanted to join this particularly branch of 

the military, but he spoke often later of how difficult 

and hard his time in the Brigade was and how primitive 

and harsh the conditions at Camp Ulven was, even 

considering the general standard of the time. Camp 

Ulven training ground was used as a POW-camp during 

WW2 and was partly destroyed before the first group of 

soldiers arrived there, 700 people in all, privates and 

officers. The primary training program lasted to the end of December 1946, and this autumn 

was particularly cold and rainy. The officers were mainly personnel with a wide variety of 

military experience and background, and they had little experience with how to organize and 

train soldiers during times of peace. 

From the temporary camp at Herøy near Porsgrunn, 

Brigade 471 left for Germany at January 10
th

 1947 with 

the military troop ship “Svalbard”. 

The Brigades were sparingly equipped with uniforms, 

warm clothes and other necessities. Svein used to talk 

about how the soldiers were concerned about the 

conditions awaiting them in post war Germany where a 

lot of infrastructure was destroyed and there was a 

shortage of nearly everything. Few of the Norwegian 

soldiers spoke German and English and so 

communicating would also be a challenge.  

Svein came to Bad Gandersheim and was later sent to 

the military camp in Höxter an der Weser, which was in 

the British Zone but not far from the border to the 

American Zone. The living quarters at the camp was 

named “Bergen House” while the Norwegian troops 

were there. 

 

Private  Svein Edland. 

Guard duty. 



The military duties were, in addition to shooting 

practice and other military activities, also clearing and 

rebuilding the camp and doing guard duty in the area 

around the camp. Civilians in the area were starving 

and lived under very difficult conditions in the ruins of 

destroyed buildings. This made a huge impression on 

Svein. He talked about one episode when the 

Norwegian soldiers arrived at a camp with Polish 

refugees. The intelligence they received proposed that a 

lot of criminals were staying in the camp and that they 

were in possession of a lot of contraband goods. They 

were ordered to confiscate all valuables that they came 

a cross, as they were probably stolen. Svein met a man 

who cried and begged to be able to keep some jewelry 

which he claimed belonged to his mother. Svein felt so 

sorry for the man that he let him keep it, which was not 

in keeping with his orders. 

 

The troops had some periods of leave when they were able to travel and see other parts of 

Germany and the surrounding countries. Svein, who was a trained and skilled gardener, often 

talked about his trip to Amsterdam where he enjoyed seeing all the beautiful flowers in the 

spring. Another journey he made to the remnants of the KZ-camp Bergen-Belsen, he found 

very difficult to talk about. 

The first group of soldiers that travelled to Germany with the Brigade were definitely 

beginners in the military sense, according to Svein. They went through a lot of training and 

was after a period of time recognized and highly valued for their service by the British 

military leaders in this zone. They were acknowledged and awarded with the Military Badge 

“Y” from the Yorkshire Division, see picture. 

Brigade 471 group 2 left 

Germany for Norway with the 

ship “Svalbard” on August 3
rd

 

1947 and arrived in Bergen two 

days later. They marched into the 

City Square of Bergen 

(Torgallmenningen) and were 

celebrated as war heroes. What 

Svein remembers the most clearly 

from this day is that he got to fill 

his stomach properly for the first 

time in a whole year. 

On patrol. 

Military badge from the Yorkshire Division. 

 



Svein quite enjoyed his military service in the Brigade in Germany in spite of the harsh 

conditions, with insufficient clothing, food and other equipment. The sufferings of the 

civilians and the surrounding destructions after the war made a lasting impression on Svein 

that he in many ways carried with him throughout his life.  

In 1997 he had the opportunity to travel back to Germany and visit the places he saw in 1947. 

He practically ran up all the steps to the tower of the restored Catherdal in Köln, which he in 

1947 got to see only as a heap of rubble and stones. He visited the living quarters in the camp 

at Höxter, which is now used as a military training ground for recruits in the German military. 

He also visited Bergen-

Belsen that is now a 

museum and a memorial to 

some of the atrocities 

committed during WW2. 

For Svein, to see these 

places now, with Germany 

rebuilt and with a whole 

different atmosphere than in 

those first gloomy years 

after 1945, this contributed 

to ease some of Svein’s 

reactions after his difficult 

military service. 

 

Private 21530 Ivar Oftebro served in Brigade group 501. 

The recruits to Brigade group 501 (first brigade group 

in the year of 1950) were called up to the various 

recruitment schools in Norway 1
st
 November 1949. 

Ivar met on Helgelandsmoen in Buskerud for his first 

months of military training. 

During the period 14
th 

- 18
th

 February 1950 the 

transfer of Brig. 501 to Germany took place, in 5 

pools, with "Svalbard". The soldiers were heading for 

Schleswig-Holstein as the brigade, towards the end of 

1948 had given up Hartz as its military station and 

training field.  The locations were now mainly north 

of the Kieler Canal. This change had taken place at 

the request of Norwegian civil and military 

authorities. Stationing in Hartz meant a location 

directly up against the Russian sector border. As the 

political differences between East and West had 

Private  21530  Ivar Oftebro 

Military badges and awards from the German Brigade Group. 

 



escalated sharply since the world war ended, the Norwegian authorities felt that the 

Norwegian brigade’s capabilities did not meet the new and serious threat situation in the 

Hartz area. It was also particularly difficulties around a quick evacuation of Hartz in an 

emergency situation that made the move highly desirable. This change was in no way 

consistent with the British wish, but with prospects that Norway might refuse to extend the 

agreement on military assistance, the British gave way. 

Ivar did serve in the brigade’s 

workshop company. Grown up as 

he was with a father who was 

work manager in the chain 

industry in Mandal, Norway,  

with his own background from a 

workshop-practice in Pusnes 

shipyards in Norway, and with 

his plan to study civil 

engineering, this was probably a 

natural choice. It was no life on 

ease. The vehicles were numerous 

and of many different kinds. They 

were also, naturally, given a 

tough handling.  Ivar himself says 

today (2015), with self-irony: "I was not the most skilful mechanic, but I did get me my 

driving license during the service." 

Being given service in a 

workshop company did not mean 

he could limit his interest and 

efforts to worn king bolts, noisy 

big end bearings and such kind of 

mechanical misery. He 

experienced both pack marches 

and guard duty in full measure. 

And it was not least a question of 

extensive maneuvers. Brig. 501 

joined for instance a major joint 

maneuver with the British forces. 

It is not surprising that the 

Norwegian infantry battalions 

could find the predominance unmanageable when they would meet British chariot squadrons 

in open ground, or when Norwegian officers with little or no experience of battle should be 

measured against British officers who had participated in the desert war in Sahara against 

General Rommel.  

Private  Ivar Oftebro at the guardhouse.  

Car repair in field. Photo: J. Holmen 



Serving in The Independent Norwegian Brigade Group  could be tough, and  meeting  the 

demolished Germany, and the human misery of the after war society, made an indelible 

impression on everyone, even though the country now, several years after the war had ended, 

was heading towards reconstruction. The service offered also opportunities for diversions. 

Travelling to other European cities was popular. Ivar took the opportunity to visit Paris. Other 

cultural activities and events, such as organized sports, for instance Soccer Tournaments, 

should be mentioned. 

Brigade 501 got replacement on 

22
nd

  August 1950. Ivar says today 

(2015) that he looks back on his 

service in Germany as a very 

interesting, exciting and 

educational time. We let Otto 

Berg sum up his return to Norway 

as he is quoted in the book “De 

norske styrker i Tyskland 1947-

1953”: 

"And in August we went back to 

Norway with Svalbard, and to the  

parade on Karl Johan (Street, 

Oslo). We had collected lots of 

memories, some bad, but most of 

them good. There was unity of toil and joy, and with comradeship one can only experience 

under such conditions. We had seen more than most people, for there were not many who had 

been abroad in those days.” 

  

 

Soccer in the field.  Ivar  no. 3 from the left in the back row.  

venstre i bakre rekke. 

Military effects from Ivar 

Oftebro’s  time as a soldier. 


