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Since I began working with the muse-

um I have always been interested in the 

Northrop N-3PB and the fascinating 

account of its restoration and return to 

the Royal Norwegian Air Force Muse-

um. I've also been rather curious from 

the pictures I have seen why it was re-

stored with a British Royal Air Force 

livery and roundels. It's interesting to 

note that an American aircraft built in 

Hawthorne, with RAF roundels, that 

was recovered from a river in Iceland, 

now resides in Norway. The answer lies 

in the formation of 330 Squadron of 18 Group RAF Coastal Command, of which this aircraft was a part.  
 

During World War II, as the Nazis ravaged the nations of our European allies, those aircrew that could es-

cape formed squadrons within the RAF as Britain hosted those nations' governments in exile. Always as-

signed a number in the three-hundreds, these squadrons were comprised of aircrew from Poland, Czecho-

slovakia, Holland, Belgium, Greece, France, Yugoslavia and Norway. 330 Squadron was the first made up of 

exiled Norwegian personnel, from the Royal Norwegian Navy Air Service. Although 24 N-3PB's were or-

dered by the Norwegian Purchasing Commission in 1940, by the time of their delivery in 1941 Norway had 

fallen to the Axis powers. The squadron was based at RAF Reykjavik, Iceland where they flew missions to 

attack German U-Boats and protect shipping traversing the gauntlet of the North Atlantic.  
 

The N-3PB was in service through 1943 - by which time the squadron had 

been moved to RAF Oban on the west coast of Scotland. 330 eventually con-

verted to the Short Sunderland Flying Boat after a stint using a mixture of the 

N-3PBs and the Consolidated PBY-5A Catalina (parts of which were also sub-

contracted out to be manufactured by Northrop in 1940). It's difficult to con-

vey the magnitude of the task that the crews of Coastal Command had - mak-

ing sweeps over vast areas of the North Atlantic with enough aircraft and fre-

quency to be able to detect U-boats that may be surfacing for a brief 30-minute 

window to recharge batteries and take on air. The need for long-range aircraft 

was filled later on in the war by other large aircraft that included the B-17 Fly-

ing Fortress and B-24 Liberator. In June of 1945 330 Squadron relocated 

again, this time to Sola Air Station in Norway where they were engaged primar-

ily in air transportation, which was desperately needed in the first few months 

following VE Day. The squadron was handed over to the Royal Norwegian 

Air Force in November of 1945. It remains operational today as a Search & Rescue helicopter unit.   



The only remaining N-3PB 

in the world was recovered 

from the bottom of Iceland's 

Thjorsa river in 1979 where 

it had lain ever since being 

forced to ditch by the pilot 

some 36 years prior on April 

21st, 1943. Bad weather had 

made the landing somewhat 

inevitable, but luckily all 

crew members were able to 

swim to safety and resume 

operations. This aircraft, af-

ter restoration, was returned to Norway where it is part of the Norwegian Armed Forces Aircraft Collection 

in Gardermoen. An inscription in Gaelic on the memorial in Oban, dedicated to the personnel of 18 Group 

Coastal Command who served there, reads: "Before We Forget".   
 

Photos, from top: 
• Northrop N-3PB in flight (Norwegian Armed Forces Aircraft Collection) 
• RAF 330 Squadron emblem - motto: 'Guarding the Seas' (RAF Heraldry Trust) 

• Northrop N-3PB No. 320 in Reykjavik midway to Norway following the 1980 restoration (Baldur Sveinsson) 

 

This article originally appeared in the December 2020 edition of the E-Supercruiser (Vol. 20.8).  
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