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Feature

J ane Wi l l i ams le f t  her  ro le 
as  Director  o f  Operat ions  a t 
the Nava l  Fami l ies  Federat ion 
in  the summer o f  2021 to 
move to Norway,  where her 
husband Beas ty  a  serv ing 
Roya l  Navy o f f i cer,  was  tak ing 
up a  NATO appointment . 
Hav ing  smoothed the path 
for  many a  Nava l  f ami ly 
head ing  overseas ,  were there 
any bumps on the road to 
Scand inav ia?

When the possible opportunity came up for 
us to have an 'adventure' overseas we chatted 
about all the things we could do, what we 
could see, how we could immerse ourselves 
in the local culture and how we could go about 
learning a new language.
As a couple we are both 'glass half full' in our 
approach to life, and as we have a lot of family 
who live overseas, we thought that if the 
assignment fell right then we would jump in with 
both feet.
Fast forward to Covid, changing circumstances 
for both our twenty-something children and 
life throwing a few extra curve balls, the reality 
of packing up, selling our family home, buying a 
fixer-upper, finding a builder, electrician, window 
supplier etc., saying goodbye to a much-loved 
job (mine), buying and selling cars and saying 
cheerio to friends and our children really tested 
our determined positive outlook.
The fact of the matter was, we seriously 
underestimated just how much needed to be 
done and how much energy we had in the tank 
to complete it all.

OVERSEAS 
ASSIGNMENT 
– IT’S A GAME OF  
TWO HALVES!
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Obviously the mechanics of the move 
really distils down into a very impressive 
'to do' list; what did come along as a bit of 
a sideswipe were the emotional and less-
evident aspects of shifting from our family 
home to SFA in Norway.
This may sound daft, as it's as plain as the 
nose on your face, but the realisation that 
we needed to leave before we could arrive 
was actually something we hadn't calculated 
fully.  
When we did finally 
get ourselves on Le 
Shuttle and into the 

Eurotunnel there was an audible 
exhalation of breath, and we were on our way – 
on a four-day (three-night) drive through France, 
Belgium, Holland, Germany, Denmark, Sweden 
and then across Norway...
There were a few reasons that we decided on 
this epic jaunt – our family dog is not good with 
any form of separation, there was the prospect 
of visiting one of our nephews, who lives in 
Copenhagen, and after being gripped by the 
Scandi series of 'The Bridge' we wanted to drive 
from Denmark into Sweden!
All rock-solid reasons for wanting to drive 1,500 
miles... and with our sparkly new satnav we were 
confident!
And we were right to be confident, right up to 
the point when just outside Antwerp the Belgian 
authorities had decided to do some major road 
improvements.
I'm sure you can see where this is going (which is 
more than can be said for us on that road system) 
and needless to say we had a very scenic and 
unexpected tour of the city of Antwerp.
Luckily, and still to my surprise, we got through the 
city and onward to Germany, which was our first 
overnight stop.
Refreshed and rested, we headed on to Denmark 
and Copenhagen, to meet up with our nephew 
– it was just superb to catch up with him, and he 
was our very own guide around the fabulous city.
We were excited to cross 'The Bridge' and it didn't 
disappoint, although we hadn't realised that before you get to that bridge 
there is one before it which really got our pulses racing as it is very high 
and long and honestly had me hanging onto my seat!
On we went, up through Sweden and our final stopover before 
crossing the border of Norway, and all was going fine – we even 
managed to book Covid tests in Gothenburg on the morning of our 
planned border crossing!
We were getting messages from our sponsor family, letting us know 
that we should expect a bit of a wait to cross into Norway – well we 
crawled up to the border in a speedy four hours.
Was it the UK plates on the car that led us to be immediately diverted to 
the 'let's have a look at everything' lane?
Actually, the police officer who dealt with us was lovely, and as we could 
show all our vaccination and Covid test data we were waved off after 
only about half-an-hour of questions and discussion!

We felt relieved to have made it – all we had left was just the small task 
of a seven-hour drive across Norway.
Trusting our satnav we plotted the 'shortest route' option, utterly 
oblivious to the fact that the shortest route would take us over the 
mountains!  We should have had some suspicions when the satnav 
directed us to catch a ferry (which was a surprise) to avoid traffic in 
Oslo…
Still, we were homing in on our final destination…
If you were to look at a tangled rope, or a fishing line that is in a knotty 
heap, then you will get the idea of what our route looked like on the 

satnav screen, and when the tarmac ran out and 
we found ourselves on a gravel single track road, 
a bit of mild hysteria started to set in.
When we finally picked up the signs for Stavanger 
it was only 01.00 – we had set off from Sweden 
at 09.00 the previous morning.
Our final hurdle was to navigate the amazing 
tunnels that run under fjords in Norway and take 
the exit we needed. Pah, easy!
The exit we needed was closed for overnight 
roadworks...
There were a few over-18 phrases used in the 
car, but by 02.00 we had made it!
Just two sleeping bags, hopefully a couple of 
pillows kindly lent by our sponsor family, and a 
floor until our possessions arrived; we were so 
knackered that we just lay down and fell asleep.  
The removal guys arrived at 09.30 that morning. 
We'd bloomin’ done it – we had boxes 
everywhere and I couldn't find tea bags for two 
days, but they were there, somewhere.
Conquering all this gave us a bit of a feeling of 
invincibility. Getting our admin for bank accounts, 
doctors and all that goes with living overseas 
would be a breeze compared to actually getting 
here – or so we foolishly thought!  
The NATO HQ staff are very helpful and 
prepared a pack of information ready for us as we 
arrived.
What the pack can't go into is things like the fact it 
takes approximately four trips to the bank to open 
an account, each trip being an investment of time.
You have to take a ticket to be seen, and as we 

were part of the NATO set-up, only one member 
of staff in the branch can discuss opening and using an account – and the 
banks are only open from 12.00 to 15.00 Monday to Friday.
Upon arrival at the start of an assignment, again very helpfully, a doctor's 
surgery is found for family members, but the GP surgeries don't answer 
the phone, so any appointments are challenging to arrange.
The surgery we were allocated is located in Stavanger city – easy, a 
seven-minute drive. The tricky part came when trying to find the front 
door; the entrance is via the door for 'Hertz car rental' and then upstairs, 
obvs... 
After being here for about four months I can report that the scenery is 
breath-taking, the bureaucracy is abundant and we are beginning to find 
our way around.
We have fantastic neighbours and the 'patch' is lovely, the SFA is really 
great and flights to and from the UK take about an hour and 40 minutes.
We've even made some Norwegian friends, so onwards and upwards! 


