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            Praise for Hitler’s Forgotten Children 

            (Elliott & Thompson, 2015) 

            
                

            

            ‘An emotional read … engagingly written … by experiencing the distance and loneliness of von Oelhafen’s youth with her, it’s much easier to empathise with the tragic situation of hundreds of children during Hitler’s reign.’

All About History

            
                

            

            ‘A very readable look at an incredibly personal tale – the openness featured here is remarkable, as is the clarity of the writing, as the narrative goes from official history to personal … The fact that so many Lebensborn sufferers have gone on to work for the care of others shows the Nazi idea behind it died a death a long time ago, even if the legacy still remains. The fact this book exists is a further success against the Nazi idea too, and as a result is worth the read.’

John Lloyd, The Bookbag
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            For my children and grandchildren.

            
                

            

            May they never have to choose between

an existential threat and a moral evil.

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            A nation can survive its fools, and even the ambitious. But it cannot survive treason from within. An enemy at the gates is less formidable, for he is known and carries his banner openly.

            
                

            

            But the traitor moves amongst those within the gate freely, his sly whispers rustling through all the alleys, heard in the very halls of government itself.

            
                

            

            For the traitor appears not a traitor; he speaks in accents familiar to his victims, and he wears their face and their arguments …

            
                

            

            MARCUS TULLIUS CICERO, 106–43 BC
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            Prelude

         

         Notting Hill, West London 

         On the evening of Tuesday, May 28, 1940, a succession of men and women rang the bell at No. 36 Stanley Crescent, a quiet, upmarket enclave of tall, stone-faced terraces just three miles to the north of Buckingham Palace and the Houses of Parliament. They arrived one at a time and, to an attentive observer, might have seemed a little furtive.

         The visitors were met at the door by a softly-spoken middle-aged man sporting a monocle, who quickly escorted them inside. He, too, seemed nervous. Each new arrival was given elaborate instructions for escaping via a back exit in the event of a raid; each time the doorbell rang, those inside the elegant drawing room moved quickly into the gardens behind the house.

         The guests were a curious mixture: representatives of London’s political class mixed with members of high society and a Japanese journalist-turned-spy. When the last visitor was ushered inside, their host began issuing orders which, as their Leader, he expected to be obeyed to the letter. This was to be their final gathering: from then on each man or woman would meet only within one of eighteen ‘watertight’ cells: each had 25 members. Communication was to be limited and careful; members were to speak only with the two immediate ‘contacts’ in their own cell. Phone calls were discouraged, but if unavoidable, passwords were to be used by both parties to the conversation.

         The Leader told his followers that a network of safe houses had been prepared to accommodate cell members’ dependent wives and children; none was further than ten minutes’ travel from the various headquarters.

         In the event of serious trouble, members were to make their way to a temporary rendezvous point outside London, from where they would be escorted out of the country to Ireland, via south Wales. This route had already been successfully tested: over the previous two weeks six people had separately used it to leave Britain without attracting the attention of the authorities.

         Meanwhile, the Leader himself was working hard on the next stage of the plan: the infiltration of mainstream political parties. He warned his guests that if this met opposition or proved problematic, key individuals were either to be intimidated by threats against their wives and children or ‘bumped off’.

         ‘The Leader’ was Dr Leigh Francis Howell Wynne Sackville de Montmorency Vaughan-Henry. To the public he was known as a celebrated composer, music critic and author; he featured regularly on the wireless, had been director of music at the Theatre Institute in Florence and had conducted orchestral performances for the royal family.

         To the British Security Service, MI5, however, Leigh Vaughan-Henry was better known as a diehard fascist and violent anti-Semite. It had been monitoring him and his organisation for five years – and for good reason.

         The followers he had gathered round him that evening were to be the vanguard of an imminent fascist revolution: a violent coup d’état to replace the British government and the King with an authoritarian pro-Nazi regime, just as soon as German troops landed in Britain.

         These men and women were part of Hitler’s British Fifth Column. And they were far from alone.

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         This book tells a story which has been suppressed for more than 70 years. It is the story of Hitler’s British Traitors – hundreds of men and women who betrayed their country to Nazi Germany during the Second World War.

         They did so not on the battlefield, or within the Third Reich, but from the safety of their own homes and offices throughout Britain. They were an ‘enemy within’, willing and able to spy, commit acts of sabotage and provide information to Berlin during some of the most uncertain days of the war, when Hitler’s armies were poised to invade.

         Most – though not all – were fascists who held the same rabidly anti-Semitic beliefs as the leaders of National Socialism. Most sold out their country in the hope that Germany would win the war; some expected to receive their reward once the longed-for invasion arrived, while others sought – and received – more immediate payment for their treachery.

         This is, however, a secret history. The official account of the Second World War dismisses the idea of a Fifth Column in Britain as either press-driven scaremongering or a diversionary tactic by the Security Service MI5 to justify an unquestionably shameful period in which thousands of ‘enemy aliens’ – Italian and German nationals, many of whom were Jewish refugees from Nazi persecution – were interned en masse.

         Papers by academic historians and legal scholars have argued – in the words of the late Professor A.W.B. Simpson, one of the foremost authorities on internment – that the Fifth Column was a ‘myth’ and that those who believed in it during the Second World War were ‘credulous’.1 Richard Thurlow, a veteran chronicler of British fascism, went further; his 1999 paper for Oxford University Press’s internationally-distributed Twentieth Century History series charged, bluntly, that ‘the supposed existence of the fifth column became a means by which MI5 came to justify its growth, existence and importance’.2

         Even the two authorised ‘biographies’ of MI5 have adopted this version of events. The first, published by Her Majesty’s Stationery Office (the government’s own press) in 1994, dismissed the threat of domestic ‘enemies within’ as ‘a panic’;3 the second – Professor Christopher Andrew’s exhaustive 2009 history of the Security Service from its inception to the present day – pronounced that: ‘None of the reports sent to MI5 led to the discovery of any real fifth column or the detection of a single enemy alien.’4

         And yet, files held by MI5, the Home Office and the Treasury Solicitor’s department tell a very different story. Those files, released piecemeal and in a remarkably haphazard manner to the National Archives between 2000 and 2017, show that between 1939 and 1945 more than 70 British men and women were convicted – mostly in secret trials – of working to help Nazi Germany win the war. Among them were Dorothy O’Grady, who sabotaged military communications on the Isle of Wight and drew up detailed plans of south coast defences; George Armstrong and Duncan Scott-Ford, who passed military secrets to German Intelligence; William Gutheridge and Wanda Penlington, who cut telephone wires to obstruct the emergency services during air raids; and besides them, a small army of hardened fascists who volunteered their loyalty and their assistance to Germany’s intelligence services. Four of these traitors were sentenced to death – two were executed – while most of the others received lengthy prison sentences.

         In the same period, hundreds of other British fascists were interned without trial on specific and detailed evidence that they were spying for, or working on behalf of, Germany. Some of these men and women were lone wolves or members of small, localised networks, but others were very much more dangerous. The declassified intelligence files document three separate, if occasionally overlapping, conspiracies to launch a violent ‘fascist revolution’. That the plots, led by Captain Archibald Ramsay, John Beckett and Dr Leigh Vaughan-Henry, occurred during the nation’s ‘darkest hour’ – the months when Britain was bracing itself for invasion – emphasises the reality of the threat. This was no manufactured myth.

         Why then has this history remained secret, and for so long? Part of the answer must lie in the inexplicable delay in releasing for public scrutiny the files which document them. Even under the original ‘50 year rule’ – Whitehall’s post-war insistence that the records of its various departments should be hidden from view for half a century following their creation – the dossiers should have been turned over to the National Archives before the new millennium. But that waiting period was reduced to 30 years in 1967 and abolished altogether by the Freedom of Information Act in 2000, making the delay even more curious. The sole exemption which might have been used to keep the files under lock and key – that their release might ‘damage the country’s image, national security or foreign relations’ – seems hard to justify.

         Whatever the explanation (none has ever been given), the result of this secrecy has been to deny previous researchers – whether academics or journalists – access to the facts. Certainly, when Simpson and Thurlow wrote their papers denying the existence of a substantial pool of British traitors, none of the files which proved their existence had been released.

         There are, however, other factors which helped create the dominant – but false – narrative that the Fifth Column was no more than a chimera – a myth dreamed up by Fleet Street or MI5. The first is the unease surrounding Britain’s policy of internment without trial, and its application to domestic fascists as well as ‘enemy aliens’.

         Wartime Defence Regulations bestowed on the Home Secretary a draconian executive power, not subject to review by the courts, to detain anyone believed to pose a threat to public safety or the war effort. The round-ups of thousands of Germans and Italians – many of whom were entirely innocent of any Nazi taint – was unquestionably a shameful period; that hundreds of them died, when the ship transporting them to camps in the Dominions was sunk by a U-boat, compounded this tragedy.

         But what emerges from the declassified dossiers is clear evidence that Whitehall’s own dithering and incompetence was the deciding factor in the chaos of alien internment. Similarly, they reveal a bitter and long-running feud between the Home Office and MI5 over the problem posed by thousands of British fascists – a feud which erupted into a secret war between the Security Service and civil servants. Given this picture, it is not hard to understand why the Home Office was reluctant to release the files.

         That, however, is only one half of the picture. MI5 must also bear a significant share of the blame. Its operations – particularly in the early days of the war – were amateurish and disorganised. Thereafter, although technically groundbreaking for the era, some of its efforts to control the Fifth Column, and to defuse the threats it posed, were ethically questionable to say the least.

         But beneath these practical issues lies a more fundamental question concerning the story Britain has told itself about the Second World War. Over the decades since then newspapers, television and the cinema have portrayed the years between 1939 and 1945 as the country’s finest hours: the spirits of Dunkirk, the Blitz and a nation bonded by the rubrics of ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’, ‘Make Do and Mend’, are repeatedly invoked to create an all-powerful narrative of brave stoicism.

         This narrative is not false. It is simply not the whole story. For all the genuine unity and determination of the vast majority of the population to defeat Hitler, there was also a small – but dangerous – sub-stratum which yearned for the day when his troops could goose-step down Whitehall amid an orgy of swastika flags.

         Challenging a dominant narrative – especially one which speaks to a nation’s image of itself – is not easy. When the research for this book began there were those who argued that Britain was ‘not ready’ to hear the evidence emerging – belatedly – from official files. But history, if sometimes uncomfortable, is not binary: the existence of a large group of traitors, committed to transforming Britain into a fascist dictatorship, does not negate the equally-factual heroism of a country which fought – sometimes on its knees – to prevent that catastrophe. As the embodiment of the nation’s wartime spirit, Winston Churchill, told the House of Commons during the First World War: ‘Truth is incontrovertible. Malice may attack it, ignorance may deride it, but in the end, there it is.’5

         This, then, is the history – the secret history – of Hitler’s British Traitors: a Fifth Column of men and women who committed crimes including espionage, sabotage, and communicating with enemy intelligence agents in the hope of delivering a German victory during the Second World War.

         But it begins three years before the war started, and with a small, unremarkable woman in a drab Scottish town.

         
            Notes

            1. A.W.B. Simpson, Rhetoric, Reality, and Regulation 18B (1988), and The Judges and the Vigilant State (1989). Both available at The Denning Law Journal.

            2. Richard Thurlow, ‘The Evolution of the Mythical British Fifth Column’. Twentieth Century History, Vol. 10, No. 4, pp. 477–98. Oxford University Press, 1999.

            3. F.H. Hinsley and C.A.G. Simkins, British Intelligence in the Second World War, Chapter 3: ‘The Fifth Column Panic’, pp. 47–64. HMSO, 1994.

            4. Christopher Andrew, The Defence of the Realm: The Authorized History of MI5, p. 224. Allen Lane, 2009.

            5. Winston Churchill, speech in the House of Commons, May 17, 1916.
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            A Wake-up Call

         

         
            ‘Jessie Jordan. The least sentence I can impose upon you, having regard to the grave nature of the offences to which you have pleaded guilty, is that you be detained in penal servitude for four years.’

            Lord Justice Clerk Aitchison, trial judge

         

         High Court, Edinburgh, Monday, May 16, 1938 

         Jessie Jordan did not look like a spy.

         The 51-year-old, twice-married grandmother was still pretty, but tending towards fat. Her clothes were plain, not haute couture, and as befitted the owner of a small hairdressing salon in a working-class district of Dundee, her blonde hair was curled but not stylish. She was, in short, unremarkable. Yet, according to the evidence presented in court, for two years the outwardly-respectable woman in the dock had sold military information to Nazi Germany and was the central figure in a major espionage ring stretching throughout Europe and across the Atlantic to New York and Washington, DC.

         The discovery of Jessie Jordan’s network should have sounded an alarm inside the British government and its intelligence services, for it revealed both the extent to which Hitler’s spymasters had planted agents in the nations with which Germany would shortly be at war – and the willingness of otherwise unexceptional men and women to betray their country.

         
            *

         

         The Abwehr – Germany’s military intelligence service – began life in 1920 as an unfavoured department within the Reichswehr, the country’s first national army since its defeat in the First World War. The upper echelons of the Reichswehr were dominated by remnants of the Prussian military caste, who viewed espionage as a dishonourable profession; for the first years of its life the Abwehr was staffed by only three regular army officers and seven brought out of retirement.

         Despite this unpromising start, by the end of the 1920s, bolstered by an amalgamation with the naval intelligence division of the Reichsmarine, it had grown substantially and had sufficient resources to operate three separate divisions; one began seeking out potential agents in both the United States and Britain. But the first British spy to join the Abwehr’s payroll walked, quite literally, in off the street.

         In August 1932, a 21-year-old British Army lieutenant checked into the Hotel Stadt Kiel on Berlin’s Mittelstrasse. A few days later he obtained the address and telephone number of the German War Office from the hotel porter and, from a phone box on the tree-lined Unter den Linden boulevard, called the number he had been given. He was quickly connected to a ‘Major Mueller’ and a rendezvous was arranged under the left-hand arch of the Brandenburg Gate.

         The Abwehr officer said he would be easy to recognise: he would be carrying a newspaper and ‘the lower part of his face was covered with scars … caused by the explosion of a hand grenade’.1

         The British officer was Norman Baillie-Stewart, the son of a lieutenant colonel in the British Indian Army who had served with distinction during the First World War. Baillie-Stewart had followed family tradition and entered the Royal Military College at Sandhurst, where as a cadet he was appointed as an orderly to Prince Henry, son of King George V. In 1929 he was commissioned as a subaltern with the Seaforth Highlanders and posted to India’s north-west frontier; here, according to notes in his Army file, he earned a reputation as ‘conceited, bombastic and self-important’2 and was unpopular among his men for provoking unnecessary conflict with the Afridi tribesmen ranged against them.

         Baillie-Stewart returned to England early in 1932, and requested a transfer to the Royal Army Service Corps. While waiting for orders to report to his new regiment he put in for leave to visit Germany, ostensibly for a holiday. He received War Office approval on August 1, and left Harwich the same day.

         His arrival in Berlin attracted attention – not least because his chosen hotel, the Stadt Kiel, was seedy, had a reputation for what MI5 delicately termed ‘ill repute’ and was ‘one at which no British officer should stay’.3 A Russian informant passed the titbit of news on to the British Air Attaché in Berlin, who prepared a report for his masters at the War Office in London.

         Baillie-Stewart, meanwhile, kept his appointment with Major Mueller. Over a light lunch the Abwehr officer handed Baillie-Stewart a ‘questionnaire’ and a list of detailed questions about British military organisation and weapons under development for the Army. The latter was, Mueller admitted, a test: if the young subaltern was, as he claimed, willing to betray his country, he should return home, obtain the information and bring it to a second meeting in Holland.4

         On his return to England Baillie-Stewart set about collecting the documents Mueller had asked for: a list of British ‘War Establishments’ and a handbook on the tactics of modern Army formations. On August 28 he took a ship from Harwich to the Hook of Holland and delivered them to his Abwehr handler, receiving £10 in Bank of England notes – equivalent to almost £500 today – for his trouble. They agreed to meet again in the middle of October; at that rendezvous in Rotterdam, Baillie-Stewart handed over the latest War Establishments list and a manual of British military small arms. Mueller was evidently pleased, paying his spy another £10 – and requesting further military information.

         Back in England, Baillie-Stewart motored down from London to the Army’s military library in Aldershot. On the pretext of studying for Staff College exams, he borrowed a sheaf of top-secret documents, including the technical specifications and photographs of an experimental tank, details of a new automatic rifle, and mobilisation tables for the Aldershot Command. He delivered these to Mueller on October 30, and pocketed another £10 note in payment.

         The Abwehr handler also provided his agent with the address of a German Secret Service accommodation flat in Berlin where Baillie-Stewart was to send further documents, and instructions to sign all his letters with the codename ‘Alphonse Poiret’. Between November 1932 and January the following year, Baillie-Stewart posted to Germany a succession of secret papers, including rough sketches of two more experimental tanks and a list of Army officers Baillie-Stewart believed were employed by MI5 or MI6. For these he was rewarded with two payments totalling £505 – equivalent to £3,000 today.

         By this time, the report from the Air Attaché had arrived in Room 505 of the War Office in Whitehall. Its occupant was a tubby 46-year-old major, notionally employed as a staff officer with the 55th Anti-Aircraft Brigade of the Royal Artillery; in reality, William Edward Hinchley-Cooke was MI5’s most senior spycatcher.

         He had been born in 1894; his father was British, his mother German, and he had spent the first twenty years of his life in Dresden. On the outbreak of war in 1914 he was repatriated to England where, on the recommendation of a senior diplomat, he was recruited by Sir Vernon Kell, head of the nascent Security Service. Because ‘Cookie’, as he was universally known within the War Office, spoke English with a discernible German accent, Kell found it necessary to inscribe his official pass with the words: ‘He is an Englishman.’6

         On November 30, 1932, Hinchley-Cooke obtained a Home Office warrant to monitor letters sent from (and to) Baillie-Stewart’s address in Southsea: the intercept revealed a continuing exchange of correspondence with the German Secret Service; on January 23, 1933 Baillie-Stewart was arrested and charged with ten counts of espionage. In April, two months after Hitler seized power in Germany, Norman Baillie-Stewart was sent to prison for five years.7

         His case attracted enormous press and public attention. For the first few months of his sentence, Baillie-Stewart was held in the Tower of London; while MPs filed parliamentary questions,8 sightseers flocked to watch him take his daily exercise in the Tower’s grounds. After his transfer to more mundane accommodation in Maidstone prison, Baillie-Stewart cashed in on his celebrity status as ‘The Officer in the Tower’, selling a serialisation of his life story to the tabloid Daily Sketch.

         His motives for treachery appear to have been both financial and political: his Army records indicate that he left India in considerable debt – the result of attempting to maintain an aristocratic polo-playing lifestyle on the relatively meagre pay of a junior subaltern. But more important, according to MI5’s account of his eventual confession, was a desire for revenge.

         
            His life with his regiment had been an unhappy one, especially in India, where … he felt that as he had always been treated as ‘dirt’ he might just as well turn himself into ‘dirt’.9

         

         He was also a genuine – if misguided – admirer of German military and cultural life. His great-grandmother was German and, despite his father’s successful army career, Norman Baillie-Stewart believed that the peace terms imposed by Britain and her allies under the Treaty of Versailles were grossly unjust. He was, on all counts, an ideal Abwehr recruit.

         Prison evidently did nothing to dim his ardour for Germany. When he was released on licence in 1937 he promptly emigrated, first to Austria, before moving to Germany; in Berlin, he once again volunteered to betray his country to the Nazi regime.

         While Baillie-Stewart served out his sentence, the German Foreign Ministry and the Abwehr were growing rapidly. In 1934, the Abwehr drew up a four-year plan to expand its Etappenorganisation – the umbrella designation for its country bureaus in Britain, Scandinavia, Central America and North Africa.

         The budget for this intensification of intelligence-gathering was, according to a US intelligence report based on captured German documents, 20,000 Reichsmarks – the equivalent of a distinctly modest £80,000 today. The bulk of this was to be spent on the recruitment and training of new agents, and ‘special attention was to be directed towards the building up of Etappe England’.10

         It was against this backdrop that, in February 1937, Jessie Jordan landed at the Port of Leith on the Firth of Forth.

         
            *

         

         She had been born in Glasgow in 1887, the illegitimate and unloved daughter of a housemaid, who abandoned her child for the first four years of her life to the care of her grandmother. When Elizabeth Wallace eventually married she reclaimed Jessie, but from then on, the girl’s childhood was scarred by violence – her stepfather was a brutal and abusive man – and by the stigma of her birth. At the age of sixteen, Jessie ran away from home and found work as a housemaid, 60 miles away in Perth.

         In 1907, according to her own subsequent ghost-written account,11 she met Frederick Jordan, a German waiter working in a Dundee hotel. He took her home to meet his family in Hamburg, where they settled, and five years later the couple married; Jessie Jordan, née Wallace, became a German citizen.

         In the spring of 1914 she gave birth to her first child: the couple named their daughter Marga Frieda Wilhelmina – the last name being ‘given out of loyalty to Kaiser Wilhelm’.12 Three months later Frederick was called up for military service: within a year he was fatally wounded on the Western Front.

         After Frederick’s death, the widow Jordan established a successful hairdressing business in Hamburg before marrying Baur Baumgarten, her late husband’s cousin and a wealthy local merchant, in 1920. Although she later claimed the marriage was unhappy and her new husband faithless,13 the couple stayed together, jointly raising Marga and supporting her budding career as a moderately successful singer and actress.

         In January 1937, Jessie Baumgarten applied for a divorce, citing her husband’s alleged infidelity. A month later, she booked a one-way ticket in her maiden name on the German liner, SS Europa: twenty years after she emigrated, Jessie Jordan was returning to Scotland.

         Ostensibly, she was on family business. When she landed in Leith on February 14 she told immigration officials that she had come home in the hope of tracking down details of her birth father. She explained that the Nazis’ obsession with blood and race meant that for Marga to continue with her career she had to obtain an Ahnenpass – a certificate, based on church records, demonstrating that her family tree contained no Jewish heritage. It was a plausible story, but completely untrue. In reality Jordan had spent the week before her departure being briefed by her Abwehr handler, Joanna Hoffman, alias Jennie Schluetter. As she later admitted:

         
            With regard to what transpired during these eight days I need not say more than this … Certain requests were made to me to render services to Germany … as a friend I was asked to verify certain information that was already in the hands of the Germans … I was now approaching the most dangerous and exciting period of my life. I was about to become a spy in the interests of Germany.14

         

         Hoffman’s job as the Europa’s on-board hairdresser provided perfect cover for her role as an intelligence agent. It involved regular voyages to Britain and the United States – trips she used to hand-deliver orders to German agents based in both countries.15

         On the dockside in Hamburg she gave Jordan final instructions for her first mission: to make a sketch of the Royal Naval Armament Depot at Crombie on the Firth of Forth, as well as the details of a post office box in Hamburg to which she was to send the drawing.

         Jordan took lodgings in Perth, 40 miles away from Crombie, and soon made the first of several nervous visits to the naval base.

         
            It was a secret Government factory and well watched … I was more than a little scared and it was some time before I managed to make the sketch … I had a rough idea of the kind of information that was needed by Germany, and this I tried to put into the sketch …16

         

         Jordan knew that her drawing was intended to guide future German bombers to the most vulnerable and inflammable parts of the depot: the munitions stores, electrical generating station, oil tanks and the area in which cordite was cut to fill shells.17 But, by her own account, she felt no remorse at betraying the country of her birth.

         
            I did not take this step because I bore Britain any ill-will or had become pro-German. Nothing could be further from the truth. I only did it to oblige friends in Germany and because I felt it would afford some excitement …

            I did receive payment, but the amount was so small as to be immaterial … I was neither an unrepentant offender against the laws of my country nor a whining penitent. My eyes were open all through.18

         

         By June 1937 the sketch was complete. Jordan folded it into an envelope, on which she carefully wrote ‘Sanders, PO Box 629, Hamburg’. She sent it from a post office near her lodgings in Perth, but deliberately did not include either her name or a return address. She then set off on a trip around Britain, staying initially with her aunt in Wales, then travelling down to Southampton, where she bought two picture postcards, marking on them and an accompanying sheet of paper the position of the local barracks and officers’ mess. On her return to Wales, she posted these to ‘Sanders’.

         MI5 had been monitoring correspondence to the address in Hamburg for more than a year, after its overseas sister service, MI6, warned that PO Box 629 ‘was being used as a cover address by the Head Agency of the Secret Service of a foreign power for communications from agents operating in the United Kingdom’.19 A Home Office warrant, obtained by MI5 in early 1936, ensured that all letters sent there from Britain were discreetly opened and copied by the Post Office.

         Photostats of Jordan’s letters landed on the desk of William Hinchley-Cooke. A year earlier he had played a central role in the arrest of Hermann Goertz, a German agent collecting information on RAF bases in East Anglia; the case20 cemented his reputation as a spycatcher and had earned him a promotion to the rank of Colonel.

         Hinchley-Cooke’s initial assessment of Jordan’s correspondence was that the drawings and postcards ‘appeared to be a very feeble attempt at espionage … It was absolutely the attempt of a beginner’.21 He allowed the original letters to go forward, but added the photostats to his growing files on the Hamburg address.

         By early July, Jordan realised that her cover story was beginning to wear thin. Using her aunt’s address in Wales, she wrote to the Department of Alien Registration, explaining that she was a German national, although Scottish by birth, and asking how to obtain official permission – required by all ‘aliens’ – to ‘set up in business’ in Britain. There is no record of any reply in her files, but within a week she began negotiations to buy a hairdressing salon in a shabby, working-class district of Dundee.

         In the meantime copies of intercepted letters addressed to ‘Sanders, PO Box 629, Hamburg’ continued to be forwarded to MI5. The sender’s address had plainly been either omitted or erased, so although the contents led Hinchley-Cooke to conclude that ‘there is no doubt whatever that [the writer] is a member of the German Espionage Organisation at Hamburg’, he was unable to pinpoint the location of the spy.22

         At the end of summer a careless mistake provided the first clue. One intercepted envelope bore the imprint of a sender’s address which had been only partially obliterated. Police enquiries revealed that it was – or had been – a room in Perth rented by Jessie Jordan. But by the time the Home Office granted a warrant for the interception of letters arriving there, Jordan had moved on: she had purchased the salon in Kinloch Street, Dundee, and found new accommodation nearby.

         The trail might have ended there. But, as Hinchley-Cooke had suspected, Mrs Jordan was an amateur in the game of spying and her behaviour aroused local suspicion. On November 17, 1937, Mary and John Curran, the former owners of the hairdressing business, walked into Dundee police station to report their belief that Mrs Jordan was not the respectable businesswoman she claimed to be.

         She had, they claimed, been ‘unusually keen to get the shop’, offering double its market value of £25. She had paid this in cash, and then spent a further £300 renovating the premises and installing ‘the latest appliances’.23 Since the salon was in an economically-deprived area, Jordan’s willingness to spend far more than the business was worth24 appeared suspicious. Nor did she seem unduly concerned about its success: she took a great deal of time off, touring Britain as well as making eight lengthy trips back to Germany. Each time she left the shop in the hands of Mrs Curran.

         The following month, the Currans surreptitiously searched Jordan’s handbag: inside they found a map of Scotland on which the location of military barracks had been marked in pencil. They showed it to the police before slipping it back in place.25 At this stage, Hinchley-Cooke still believed Jordan was no more than a low-level and largely ineffective spy. But towards the end of December the Home Office warrants on the Kinloch Street salon began intercepting evidence of something more troubling.

         Letters, posted in New York, began arriving from a man signing himself ‘Crown’. Although the envelopes were addressed to Jordan, their contents were plainly meant for someone else; a few days after each letter arrived, Jordan folded it inside a new envelope and sent it on to PO Box 629, Hamburg.

         In London, Hinchley-Cooke studied the copies made by the Post Office of each arriving letter and reached the conclusion that Jordan was acting as ‘an intermediary between German Secret Service Agents operating in U.S.A. and the Hamburg Head Office’. ‘Crown’ appeared to be the head of the ring: his letters requested technical espionage equipment, including a Zeiss micro camera, forged White House stationery and blank American passports, as well as substantial sums of cash: all were to be routed via the Dundee hairdresser.26

         Then, on January 17, 1938, ‘Crown’ sent Jordan a lengthy new letter for onward delivery to Hamburg: it set out details of a plot to kidnap Colonel Henry Eglin, commander of the US Army base at Fort Totten, New York, and to steal from him – by force – ‘details regarding coastal defence operations and bases’ on the north-eastern seaboard.

         
            I shall order the gentleman to appear before a supposed Emergency Staff Meeting to be held in the Hotel McAlpin in New York on Monday, January 31st … giving myself out as the aide de camp of the commanding general of the second corps area … I shall stress the importance of obeying the given instructions in detail … [Colonel Eglin] will not be able to check on the message because I will advise him that it would be useless, since the planned meeting is a military secret.

            Upon his arrival at the hotel, I shall then … take him to a room for which arrangements have been previously made. There we shall attempt to overpower him and to remove papers that he will have been ordered to fetch along.27

         

         The discovery of ‘Crown’s’ plot posed a diplomatic problem for MI5 and the British government. Much of America was then strongly isolationist: a combination of the financial devastation caused by the Great Depression and the memory of more than 100,000 US soldiers killed during the First World War ensured that public opinion was hostile to any involvement in the looming conflict between Britain and Germany. In public, Washington and London maintained a pose of careful independence, while behind the scenes MI5 pressed the FBI to investigate German Secret Service operations. In this uncertain climate, a public revelation that Nazi spies were operating on American soil with the assistance of a Scottish agent – and that British spies were secretly opening American mail – would be politically incendiary.

         But given the seriousness and immediacy of the kidnap plan, MI5 could not afford to withhold the information. On January 29 it cabled a lengthy memo to the US Military Attaché in London setting out the details of the conspiracy, but stressing that ‘it is of the utmost importance that in any action which is taken on this information, no indication whatever should be given of the fact that it was obtained in Great Britain’.28

         One month later, FBI agents arrested the leaders of the spy network. ‘Crown’ turned out to be Guenther Rumrich, a 37-year-old US Army deserter who admitted supplying German Intelligence with details of fleet movements and ship-to-shore signalling systems. He had received his instructions from a familiar name: Joanna Hoffman, the hairdresser on the SS Europa who had recruited Jessie Jordan. She was held along with two other Nazi spies.29

         MI5 hoped that the arrests would be made in secret since Hinchley-Cooke wanted to continue monitoring correspondence between the Dundee hairdressing salon and PO Box 629 in Hamburg. But on February 28 newspapers across the United States published sensational accounts of the uncovering of a major German spy-ring. London papers carried the story the next day. On March 3, Dundee City Police, accompanied by Hinchley-Cooke, raided the salon in Kinloch Street and arrested Jessie Jordan under the espionage sections of the Official Secrets Act.

         Two months later, at the High Court in Edinburgh, she pleaded guilty to four counts of spying. In a fifteen-minute mitigation speech, her defence counsel helpfully pointed out that the laws governing such cases – the Official Secrets Acts of 1911 and 1920 – were outdated and not fit for purpose.

         ‘The powers which the authorities … exercise in times of peace could not have prevented the agents of a foreign power from obtaining the information’, A.P. Duffes KC told the judge. ‘A case of this type might suggest that the authorities perhaps ought to have greater powers.’30 Given the circumstances, he suggested, the law – such as it was – could be ‘vindicated … without involving [my] client in any … serious penalty’.31

         The judge, Lord Clerk Aitchison, was unimpressed. Imposing a sentence of four years’ penal servitude,32 he told Jordan:

         
            ‘You possessed yourself of certain information, and you did certain things which, in the words of the indictment, were ‘calculated to be useful to an enemy’, and you did this at a time when you were in communication with the agents of a foreign power, and, again the words of the indictment, ‘for purposes prejudicial to the safety and interests of the State’. It is impossible to take a light view of offences of that kind.’33

         

         Jessie Jordan, however, seemed unconcerned at the prospect of spending the next four years doing hard labour.34 In her sole statement before being taken down to the cells, she said: ‘The sentence is my medicine and I can take it.’35

         Pleading guilty to what, in peacetime, were serious but not capital crimes served German Intelligence well. It precluded the opportunity for a thorough investigation of the full extent of the Hamburg network: the British Security Service complained that Jordan ‘was never interrogated with the object of obtaining from her all the information in her possession about her employers’. MI5 also noted that during her limited interviews with the police ‘it was obvious that Mrs Jordan was lying throughout … She could give us a great deal of information if she desired … [but] she is a clever and determined woman.’36

         Politically, too, the truncated nature of Jordan’s court appearance had been a disaster, since this ‘prevented details about German espionage in the U.S. becoming public property at a time when their publication would have been of immense value from the point of view of political relations between this country and the U.S.’37 But the British government was, to an extent, the architect of its own misfortune. Determined to maintain the highest standards of ‘fair play’, it actively obstructed any wider examination of the case, deliberately preventing the US attorney prosecuting Rumrich and his co-conspirators from interviewing Jordan.

         The Crown Office in Edinburgh pronounced loftily that this ‘would be quite contrary to British law and practice’.38 The decision was precise, neatly argued and legally correct, but it was also a troubling example of the government’s complacency in the dwindling days of peace, and its inability to grasp the nature of the foe Britain now faced. As Hitler plotted a ‘total war’ and the Abwehr schemed, Whitehall seemed content to slumber.

         But while ministers and their mandarins appeared unaware of the severity of the threat that Britain – and its allies – faced from domestic Nazi spies, the first rumblings of public unease began to emerge in the press: in an editorial commenting on the lessons of the Jessie Jordan case, the Dundee Courier accurately prophesied the most likely source of danger:

         
            There must be a very considerable number of British women in a position closely akin to that of Mrs Jordan, and we get a hint here that the German Secret Service has its eyes upon them as possible serviceable tools.39

         

         Within a year, that prediction would – to the considerable disquiet of the Security Service – come repeatedly to pass.
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            CHAPTER TWO
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            Target Britain

         

         
            ‘The German Intelligence Service has us at a great disadvantage’

            MI5 memo, November 1938

         

         The death, in the spring of 1938, passed largely unremarked. Perhaps because it was a suicide – then technically a crime to attempt1 and one which was habitually punished by the denial of a Christian burial to those who succeeded – no notices appeared in the classified columns of local or national newspapers and no obituaries were written or published.

         One organisation did, however, note the passing of an otherwise unremarkable London woman, and did so with some regret. The Security Service had been monitoring the mail arriving at 90 Broadhurst Gardens, West Hampstead, since August 1937 because the occupant, ‘Mrs Duncombe’ – no Christian name is recorded in MI5’s documents2 – ‘was known to be acting as a post-box for the German Secret Service’. As predicted, Jessie Jordan had not been the only British woman willing to betray her country to Nazi Germany.

         
            *

         

         The Abwehr’s efforts to build up its Etappe England intelligence network had initially been hampered by an order issued by the Fuehrer. In June 1935, signature of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement (which fixed the size of the Kriegsmarine at 35 per cent of the total tonnage of the Royal Navy) hinted at the prospect of a tentative improvement in relations between London and Berlin. Anxious – for tactical reasons – not to damage this slender hope, Hitler temporarily banned new attempts at espionage. But by the summer of 1937, the prohibition was rescinded, and German Intelligence once again targeted Britain.

         While the Abwehr began rebuilding the network of agents which had atrophied during the years of the Fuehrer’s injunction, other organs of the Nazi state turned to less conventional channels. Cultural organisations, journalists and – above all – transnational companies were drafted in to provide intelligence and offer cover for spying. As MI5 noted, ‘from 1936 onwards the Nazi regime had made it clear that service to the Fatherland was obligatory on the part of Germans living and working abroad. This service was deemed likely to include acts of espionage.’3

         The biggest and most important of these companies was Siemens Schuckert GB, a wholly-owned subsidiary of the vast Siemens electrical manufacturing combine which had established a presence in countries throughout the world; all reported back to the head office in Germany and, as a 1941 MI5 memorandum noted, all were involved in spying:

         
            This … firm runs a vast espionage organisation for the German Government. This espionage ranges from the ordinary industrial spying that all German firms do in peace time, distribution of pro-Nazi propaganda in foreign countries, the organisation of fifth column activities, economic and political espionage, the reporting of data about prominent individuals in foreign countries, espionage regarding armament programmes, to the setting up and servicing of illicit wireless stations.

            The British subsidiary was largely staffed by Germans or dual nationals before the war and without exaggeration it can be said to have been entirely pro-Nazi, to have indulged in most of the forms of espionage mentioned above and to have had as an employee at least one member of the German Secret Service.4

         

         What made this particularly troubling was that many of the firm’s technical specialists worked on its military contracts; as a result they ‘had access to British armaments factories and service establishments in the course of their business’.5 In the complacent atmosphere of the interwar years, Siemens’ strategic position effectively allowed its roster of undercover spies free rein to report back to Berlin.

         The Abwehr was also finding Britain remarkably easy to penetrate. By the end of 1938 its Etappenorganisation was up to full strength: 200 undercover agents worked directly for it, travelling from their bases in Hamburg, Frankfurt or Berlin to Scandinavia, southern Europe, the Low Countries of Holland and Belgium and, in particular, England.6 But these salaried spies – each received between 300 and 500 Reichsmarks7 per month (in addition to their business income) – were only the tip of the network: each was expected to recruit sub-agents within their given territories. According to an American intelligence service assessment, there were strict requirements for recruitment.

         
            The agents of the organisation were mainly reliable German businessmen and shipping agents established in ports all over the world. Etappen orders stressed that Germans should be well-established in business and respected by the authorities of the country.8

         

         Rudolph Rosel, for instance, landed in Britain in the early 1930s (there is no landing card marking the date of his arrival in the seven volumes of his file compiled by MI59), ostensibly as the London diplomatic correspondent of the Essener National Zeitung – a newspaper owned and controlled by Hermann Goering.

         In reality, this was no more than a cover story for his true role as one of the leading Nazi Party officials in England; by June 1936 he was officially listed as the ‘Schulungsleiter’ – training manager – of the NSDAP’s* Landesgruppe, Great Britain and Ireland.10 The following month he rented an office in Parliament Street, SW1, and set up the Anglo-German Information Service. A Special Branch report observed that its ostensible objective was ‘to disseminate information regarding internal conditions and social services in Germany, and to endeavour to bring about a better understanding between the peoples of Germany and England’. 

         In practice this meant identifying pro-German contacts, who were signed up to receive NSDAP propaganda. ‘Articles are sent out to subscribers at frequent, but irregular, intervals’, the report noted. ‘The articles are forwarded to the offices of the Conservative Party in London, Edinburgh and Glasgow; influential members of the British Legion who are interested in affairs in Germany, and Members of Parliament.’ Rosel also cultivated Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists (BUF), becoming one of its key links with Berlin11 and sending reports back to the Reich Chancellery on its membership – both sympathisers and opponents of the Nazi regime. According to an MI5 informer within the BUF: ‘one of the principal tasks [of the Anglo-German Fellowship] was to collect all the anti-Hitler speeches made in England and also collect information about anti-Hitler activities and send these to Berlin regularly. All Rosel’s reports are sent to Hitler himself who reads them.’

         Rudolph Rosel was not the only ‘journalist’ dispatched to England to work as an undercover informer. On October 3, 1936 Arnold Littmann landed at Harwich and made his way to London. He described himself, variously, as a ‘banking student at the London School of Economics’ and an assistant to the London representative of the Hamburger Fremdenblatt newspaper. After a brief stay at the YMCA on Tottenham Court Road he presented himself at Toynbee Hall in the East End, then the base of a community of German exiles, posing as a refugee from Nazism, and soon applied for permanent resident status in Britain.

         Arnold Littmann was not, however, the innocent expatriate he professed to be. As well as a string of aliases, he had a lengthy history of involvement with the NSDAP. In 1935 he had been the Cologne district leader of the Deutsche Freischar youth group and an official of the overall German youth movement, including the Hitler Jugend. The following year he was arrested for homosexual offences and sent briefly to a concentration camp. Here, according to an MI5 account of his life, ‘[after] he received a good deal of maltreatment, he was released on the condition that he should work for the Gestapo’, sending details of opponents of the Nazi regime back to Berlin.12 Littmann remained free to spy in London until April 1938 when he left Britain to set up an Abwehr-controlled news agency in France.

         There were two particularly troubling aspects to the Littmann case. The first was the ease with which his claim to be a genuine refugee had been accepted without any real scrutiny by MI5; the second was that his true identity was uncovered only when another asylum seeker recognised him as a former interrogator at the German Interior Ministry and passed the information to the British government. These lapses pointed to significant gaps in British intelligence and the extent to which it was reliant on amateur informants to detect enemy agents, and both problems would soon come to haunt the Security Service.

         On the night of April 8, 1939, a 27-year-old petty criminal and occasional informer walked into New Scotland Yard with a friend and asked to see an officer from Special Branch. He explained that he had recently met a Nazi spy who, amid the teacups and sandwiches of the Lyons Corner House near Piccadilly Circus, had expressed interest in obtaining military secrets.

         The informer, Michael Peres, was himself at least partly German. He had been born in Shoreditch but was taken to Germany by his parents in 1912 and had stayed there until 1928; after his return to London he accumulated three entries on his criminal record – for theft, burglary and for the rather less specific offence of being ‘a suspected person’.

         According to a report of their meeting by Special Branch Inspector Charles Allen, Peres had encountered the spy earlier that day and initially taken him to be an easy ‘mark’ who could be conned into parting with his money.

         
            Peres stated that on his way to visit friends this afternoon he enquired of a stranger at Notting Hill the way to Bayswater. This person answered him in German and Peres, who was educated in Germany, thinking that there was an opportunity of making easy money, told this stranger that he was a German communist refugee and illegally landed here.

            The stranger invited him into a Lyons tea shop and during the course of the conversation Peres, to impress this stranger, told him that he had been fighting in Spain with the Spanish Air Force (all false). The merits of various aircraft were discussed and Peres said that he had a friend in a factory at Bristol that manufactured ‘Spitfire’ machines (all false) and also that his friend had in his possession plans of this machine, which he believed he was willing to dispose of for about £30. The stranger then said that he was quite willing to pay up to £50,000† if the plans were genuine and gave Peres his card bearing the name Carl Erich Kullmann.13

         

         On its face, the story was distinctly unpromising, a point which Allen stressed, noting with casual prejudice that both Peres and the friend who accompanied him to New Scotland Yard ‘are Jews and unemployed’. Nonetheless, he passed the information on to MI5 the same day, and followed it by forwarding updates on Peres’ subsequent meetings with Kullmann.

         At these, the apparent spy had repeatedly pressed for copies of the Spitfire blueprints; with no response from MI5, Peres stalled for as long as he could before finally bowing out.

         Had the Security Service followed up the lead, it would have discovered that there was – despite its source – a genuine espionage threat within Peres’ account. Carl Kullmann – alias Carlos Kogan-Mandoza and Carlos Enrique Ullmann – was a 32-year-old Abwehr officer working in Britain under commercial cover. He had landed at Croydon aerodrome on March 23, 1939, telling immigration officers that he was employed as a representative of J.C. Knefel, a Berlin-based telephones and cables company. He took rooms in a boarding house in Ladbroke Gardens, but failed to register his presence with the local police.‡

         At the end of May he slipped out of Britain, bound, ostensibly, for Spain. In reality, he travelled immediately on to the United States and joined a German espionage ring being run out of Siemens’ offices in Washington, DC.14 It would not be the only occasion that failures in British intelligence enabled an Abwehr spy to slip out of England and operate freely in America.

         Paul Borchardt arrived in London in April 1939. He was 55 years old and bore impeccable credentials: he was a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society and, by his own account, a Jewish refugee from Nazi oppression. He took lodgings in Brunswick Square, WC1, and, as war with Germany came ever closer, approached the Foreign Office to volunteer his services to MI6. The offer was evidently taken seriously, since MI5 was asked to vet him. A memo, dated December 9, inserted on the Registry Minute Sheet of Borchardt’s file, recorded the Security Service’s reluctant decision not to recommend his appointment.

         
            He is no doubt genuine when he says he is anti-Nazi, but it is clearly impossible to mediate the employment who is also pro-German, and I do not think it worth submitting to SIS [the Secret Intelligence Service, i.e. MI6]. A polite letter of refusal seems to be indicated.15

         

         Had MI5 looked a little more closely at its own files, it would not have been quite so sanguine about Paul Borchardt’s story and his offer of assistance. Notes earlier in the Registry Minute Sheet recorded him as having been identified ‘as a German spy … in September 1917’. Operating under the pseudonym Abdel Hamid Batoota, he had worked for the Abwehr’s predecessor organisation throughout the First World War. Not only was he not a genuine Jewish refugee, he had never stopped being a German agent.

         ‘Borchardt’s primary job [was] the penetration of British Intelligence Services’, MI5 subsequently – and ruefully – noted in its files. ‘It seems therefore that he came to this country to get into one of our Intelligence Services [and] was prevented from doing so, though otherwise not investigated …’

         In December 1939 Borchardt applied for – and was granted – clearance to emigrate to America, where he quickly became the central figure in an Abwehr spy network based in New York.16

         Paul Borchardt’s arrival in England coincided with the departure of Rudolph Rosel. For some months MI5’s informants had warned that beneath his layers of cover, Rosel had been tasked with an additional mission: his MI5 file noted that ‘It was … reported that he had admitted that his express purpose in Britain had been to organise a reliable Fifth Column’.17 By April 1939 his activities were sufficiently troubling to push Whitehall into action: he was given notice to leave Britain immediately.

         It was too little, too late. By then MI5 had ample evidence of the Abwehr’s ability to dispatch its agents to spy on military facilities, and of the willingness of British citizens – a domestic ‘Fifth Column’ – to support and assist them.

         On July 25, 1937, a tall German sea captain landed at Harwich. Hermann Walter Christian Simon was 57, a Kriegsmarine veteran who been captured at sea in 1914 and interned in Australia for the remainder of the First World War. He was also a fully trained and salaried Abwehr spy, bearing orders to obtain ‘information about aerodromes and to vet a number of individuals who were apparently considered as candidates for employment by the German Secret Service’.18

         In the fortnight after his arrival Simon travelled freely, from Stroud in Gloucestershire to Portsmouth and Lee-on-Solent; at each location he made notes and sketches of local air force bases, apparently without ever attracting police suspicion. In the middle of August he took these back to ‘Nest Bremen’, the Abwehr intelligence division in north-west Germany, before being deployed to Britain on a new mission the following month.

         Although he was being paid the standard intelligence agent stipend of 200 Reichsmarks per month, Simon needed cash to operate in England, and the Abwehr had set up a network of local sub-agents through whom it funnelled his expenses. One was the unfortunate Mrs Duncombe in Hampstead. MI5 had been warned – probably by MI6 – that she was ‘acting as a post-box for the German Secret Service’, and had obtained a Home Office warrant to monitor correspondence sent from, and arriving at, her home in Broadhurst Gardens.

         In August 1937 this yielded an intercepted letter from the Hamburg Abwehrstelle instructing Duncombe to pay £1519 to Simon; a new file was opened on the German sea captain and the Security Service began the laborious process of tracing his movements and contacts across the country. The effort yielded evidence of two more expenses payments – both in cash – sent to Simon via the German Consul and then directly to his temporary lodgings in a Salvation Army hostel at Aldgate.

         More importantly, MI5 discovered the next of Simon’s British contacts, and the way he was now sending his intelligence reports out of the country: the trail led to Gloucester Lodge, an aristocratic address on the edge of Regent’s Park and the London home of Arthur and Elizabeth Guinness, Viscount and Lady Elveden.

         In November, Lady Elveden hired a new cook. Josephine ‘My’ Eriksson was ostensibly a Swedish divorcee – in reality she was German – who had arrived in England in 1930 on a twelve-month visa to work as a domestic servant for a middle-class family in Roehampton. Although her employment permit was cancelled in 1934, no attempt appears to have been made to deport her and she spent the next four years being passed between a succession of increasingly wealthy and aristocratic employers.20

         Despite her (theoretically) precarious residency status, Eriksson was sufficiently confident to boast of her connections to Nazi Party leaders in Germany, telling Lady Elveden ‘that she knew Field Marshal Goering, saying that his first wife, a Swedish woman, lived near her family in Sweden’.21 She was also able to move freely between Britain and the Continent: transit stamps in her passport showed that between 1934 and 1938 she had made six trips to Europe, returning with between 50 and 100 Reichsmarks each time. On one of these trips she was recruited by Dr Nikolaus Ritter, alias Dr Reinhardt and Dr von Rantzau, one of the Abwehr’s most senior spymasters.22 Her duties were to distribute expenses to his agents in England, and to courier their intelligence reports back to Hamburg.

         Four days before Christmas 1937, Eriksson met Hermann Simon at Marylebone Underground station; Simon handed over a letter for ‘Dr R’ which Eriksson agreed to deliver the following day. From then onwards she seems to have supplanted Mrs Duncombe as his chief contact and paymistress.23 For two months Simon travelled extensively throughout the south-east. On February 5, 1938 he was seen outside an RAF barrage balloon section at Kidbrooke in Kent, where he appeared to be making notes of the station’s layout. He left before being challenged and was later spotted close to Hendon aerodrome in north London.

         But for an accomplished spy, he had made an unaccountably careless mistake. During one of his earlier trips to Kent he had failed to sign the register at his hotel; on his return to the YMCA hostel he found police officers waiting to arrest him.

         The charge he faced was relatively minor: contravening the Aliens Order 1920 would normally have yielded little more than a warning or – at most – a fine. But the officers were unusually diligent and insisted on examining the contents of his room: what they discovered was clear evidence of espionage. According to Simon’s MI5 file:

         
            When his belongings were searched a survey map, a small black book containing rough sketches of an aerodrome [were found] … He was also in possession of material for sending and receiving messages which were invisible to the naked eye. This material consisted of buff coloured wax paper between two sheets of writing paper (similar to carbon paper) and writing the message on the top sheet with a reasonably blunt pencil. The ‘carbon copy’ was then actually sent through the post. The messages were made visible by shaking fine graphite powder over them, the graphite adhering to the wax and revealing the writing. Messages to Simon were sent in the same manner but typewritten.24

         

         Kent Constabulary took Simon into custody and interrogated him late the same evening. He tried to spin a story that he was an innocent commercial agent of two German doctors, based in Hamburg, who had been impressed with his seafaring expertise and had commissioned him to purchase an ocean-going yacht on their behalf. It was a somewhat desperate tale, particularly because the police had also recovered his diaries, listing a series of names and addresses throughout England: none had any discernible involvement with yachts or yachting.

         The diaries were sent to Room 505 at the War Office, marked for the attention of Colonel William Hinchley-Cooke. At his direction, police forces in London, Kent and the home counties eventually visited nine addresses Simon had noted down.§ What they discovered proved beyond doubt that the Abwehr agent had successfully recruited British citizens who were willing to betray their country to the German intelligence service; two of the names were particularly troubling.

         George Billings was a seventeen-year-old schoolboy and ardent member of ‘the Fascist Youth organisation’¶ in Tonbridge. When Hinchley-Cooke interviewed him, Billings admitted that for several years he had, at his own request, been sent Nazi propaganda literature from Germany; this appeared to have prompted contact from the Abwehr.

         
            Billings … stated that early in 1937 he had received a letter from Hamburg signed ‘Huber’ asking whether he would be willing to carry letters from London to various places on the Continent with a promise of very good pay. As he was then a schoolboy of 17 the excitement appealed to him, though he knew it was not on the level, and so he replied that he was agreeable. He did not receive an answer and so he burnt the letter.

            The next he heard about it was when Simon came to Tonbridge and met him at The Chequers Inn, and he was told to prepare a list of routes to the Continent with details of times, costs etc. Early in January he received an unsigned letter from Liverpool House and on February 2nd a letter signed H.W. Simon which was in the same handwriting. In this letter he was asked if he was prepared to take risks, and he replied that he would not mind.25

         

         There is no record of what – if any – missions Billings undertook on behalf of his Abwehr controllers, and his initial arrest seems to have deterred him from any further ‘excitement’. An MI5 memo following Hinchley-Cooke’s interrogation noted that ‘Billings got the fright of his life when he was pulled in by the police and it was decided that he was unlikely to ever undertake such work again and no further action was taken’.26 But the willingness of a card-carrying British fascist to work for German intelligence was a warning of the potential threat from domestic traitors. 

         The second contact, Bernard Durrant, had proved a rather more active convert to the Nazi cause. After Simon had visited his home in Westcliff-on-Sea, the former soldier travelled to Germany for Abwehr training as an undercover agent. In the summer of 1939 he was smuggled into Cairo in the uniform of a ship’s officer; Abwehr contacts met him on the dockside and took him to the German Consulate. He was given clothes, cash and instructions to gather intelligence on British military strength in Egypt.

         MI5 did not catch up with Durrant until October 1939 – and then not due to its own efforts. Shortly after the war began, Durrant developed cold feet; he walked into the British Consulate, confessed to his role as a German spy and was promptly sent back to England where he was interned for much of the war.27

         The sketches of airfields, the secret message-writing equipment and the entries in his diary were, on the face of it, strong evidence that Hermann Simon was a German spy, controlling – or at least in contact with – a network of British sub-agents. But throughout his police interview he stuck to his implausible story of being in search of an ocean-going yacht, and a decision on whether to charge him with espionage was passed up to the government’s Law Officers, whose sanction was needed for a trial involving the Official Secrets Act.

         There is no clear indication in the file when, or why, permission was refused, but it notes that his initial British contact, the mysterious Mrs Duncombe, committed suicide immediately after Simon’s arrest and implies that this was among the ‘various reasons’ which persuaded the Attorney General not to back an espionage prosecution.

         This seems an improbable explanation. Mrs Duncombe’s role in assisting Simon had been taken over by Josephine ‘My’ Eriksson – whose activities were amply documented in intercepted correspondence. More likely, MI5 did not discover the extent of Simon’s intelligence work, and his contact with British sub-agents, until some time later: fragmented or mislocated documents in the file suggest that his case may have escaped any substantive attention until the outbreak of war. Whatever the reason, Hermann Simon was tried only for the relatively minor offence of failing to sign the hotel register. In March 1938 he was convicted and sentenced to two consecutive three-month prison terms; five months later he was released on licence and deported back to Hamburg. His arrest and imprisonment do not, however, seem to have harmed his career with the Abwehr. Shortly after the outbreak of war it sent him, by submarine, on a new espionage mission to the Republic of Ireland; he was eventually arrested near Dublin and spent the next six years in an Irish prison.28

         There was a similar unexplained delay in dealing with Josephine Eriksson. Despite the evidence gleaned by monitoring of her correspondence, neither the police nor MI5 interviewed her in the wake of Simon’s prosecution and she spent the next eighteen months working in the houses of prominent aristocrats including Sir Walter Wyndham, Baronet Burrell, and Timothy Eden, brother of the recently-resigned Foreign Secretary, Sir Anthony Eden.

         Two months after the war began, Eriksson successfully applied to the Foreign Office for an exit visa. Permit No. 122303 was issued on December 11, 1939, and authorised her to make a single journey between the UK and Holland. Eriksson’s application stated that she wanted to travel to The Hague. But four days later, when she reported, as now required of all alien nationals, to Bow Street police station, she gave her intended destination as Sweden. The discrepancy led the police to place a ‘watch’ notice on her passport; on December 16 immigration officers arrested her at Harwich docks just as she was about to board a steamship.

         The following day she was brought to New Scotland Yard to be interrogated by Hinchley-Cooke. A verbatim transcript of the police shorthand notes of the interview shows that MI5’s veteran spycatcher began by warning Eriksson she had been under observation for several months.

         ‘I know a good deal about you … I have kept an eye on you and I have been waiting for you for a long time’, Hinchley-Cooke told her. ‘You have been the paymaster of German agents in this country … I know all about you and all about Dr Rantzau … Dr Rantzau runs German spies in this country … You have been abusing the hospitality of this country.’29

         Eriksson admitted that she knew and had regularly met Rantzau – alias Ritter – and that she had posted Hermann Simon’s letters to his Hamburg address. But she denied receiving money from him, even when shown the intercepted correspondence detailing their transactions, and insisted that she had done nothing wrong. Unable to break her down, Hinchley-Cooke handed her back to Special Branch; on December 19 Eriksson was charged at Westminster Police Court with a single count of making a false statement in her application to the Foreign Office, contrary to article 18 of the 1920 Aliens Order, and sentenced to three months in prison, with a £100 fine – the equivalent of almost £4,500 today.

         Despite its clear evidence of German espionage, and a shadowy network of Nazi spies being aided by British – or at least British-resident – citizens, ‘My’ Eriksson’s trial was not reported. According to a memo from an MI5 agent sitting on the spectators’ benches, presiding magistrate Ronald Powell ‘requested the representatives of the press to refrain from publishing the proceedings in the interests of the State’.30

         The Security Service had good reason to be grateful for the newspapers’ discretion. It knew – and had recorded in an internal memo in November 1938 – that ‘the German Intelligence Service has us at a great disadvantage’.31 According to the account of this admission in the official history of Britain’s wartime intelligence services, MI5 realised that Nazi espionage chiefs were ‘in a position to obtain information not only from a professional spy organisation, but also from the organ of the Nazi Party in the United Kingdom and from some of the considerable number of people of German origin who served in the British armed forces and industry’.32 By contrast, MI5’s information was so inadequate that, on the outbreak of war both it and MI6 ‘remained unaware even of the name of the German espionage organisation, the Amtsgruppe Auslandsnachrichten und Abwehr [Office of Foreign Intelligence and Defence]’.33

         This substantial gap in intelligence was not an isolated problem; as war with Germany loomed, every aspect of the British government’s preparation was dangerously inadequate.
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            * Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (National Socialist German Workers’ Party).

            † Equivalent to £2.2 million today – an astronomical sum which suggests either exaggeration by Peres or the Abwehr’s realisation of the importance of the Spitfire in the looming war.

            ‡ Despite the growing realisation in 1938 and 1939 that war with Germany was coming, Britain retained a surprisingly relaxed attitude to the arrival of German visitors: entry regulations for ‘alien’ nationals only required them to report to police within three months of landing.

            § MI5 officers – then, as now – do not hold warrant cards allowing them to make arrests. For that reason they usually work with or through police officers.

            ¶ It is, perhaps, an indication of MI5’s limited pre-war understanding of fascist groups that this ‘youth organisation’ is not identified by name. It was probably a section of the British Union of Fascists.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE
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            A Nation Unprepared

         

         
            ‘During the vital years between 1935 and 1939 … there were not more than 12 agents employed by the Department.’

            Internal MI5 Report on the Recruitment and Operation of Agents, 1945

         

         On October 5, 1936 a new phrase entered the English lexicon via the columns of the Daily Express – then, with a circulation of 2.25 million, the largest selling daily newspaper in the world. William Forrest, a 34-year-old Scottish journalist, was covering the Spanish Civil War from the Republican side (he was, himself, a card-carrying Communist Party member) and filed a sympathetic report on its struggle to resist the forces of the ‘Nationalist’ (in reality, fascist) forces led by Francisco Franco.

         
            Insurgent general Franco has said that in addition to his four columns in the field he has a column in Madrid … How strong is this fifth column? No-one knows. But its numbers must run to many thousands. Insurgent spies – they are everywhere – agents provocateur, rumour mongers, grumblers in the food queues; all these are members of that fifth column.1

         

         A fortnight after Forrest’s story, the New York Times picked up the phrase, reporting on a radio broadcast by Nationalist General Emilio Mola in which he boasted of the efficacy of his fascist ‘fifth column’ inside the beleaguered Republican capital.2 Then, in October 1938, Ernest Hemingway boosted its recognition by publishing a play written from inside Madrid as the Nationalist forces laid siege. The Fifth Column3 received poor notices from critics, but the phrase attained global currency as shorthand for the dangers of the hidden ‘armies’ of pro-fascist spies, saboteurs and traitors who were ready and willing to assist Hitler and his dreams of European domination.

         
            *

         

         Britain was slow to grasp the implications of the rise of Nazi Germany. Still dreaming of past glory, and seemingly oblivious to the shifting tectonic plates of European power which followed the First World War, the Committee of Imperial Defence clung to the Ten Year Rule – a 1919 doctrine, formulated by the then-Secretary of State for War, Winston Churchill, which insisted that ‘the British Empire would not be involved in any great war during the next ten years’. Military spending was successively reduced – from £766 million in 1919 to £102 million twelve years later. In April 1931, the First Sea Lord warned that the Royal Navy’s capabilities had declined alarmingly by comparison with other European powers and that the country was facing an existential threat.

         ‘Owing to the operation of the “ten-year-decision” and the clamant need for economy’, Sir Frederick Field advised the Committee on Imperial Defence, ‘our absolute strength also has … been so diminished as to render the fleet incapable, in the event of war, of efficiently affording protection to our trade.’

         The doctrine was formally abandoned in late 1932, but it took until October 1933 – nine months after Hitler became Chancellor and three months after the country became a one-party state – for the Committee to begin examining the likely consequences of Nazism and Britain’s ability to fight another war with Germany.

         That such a war would be very different to past conflicts should have been evident. Shortly after Hitler seized the reins of power, one of Germany’s leading theoreticians propounded the fundamental principle on which it would conduct its affairs, both domestic and international. In a pamphlet entitled ‘The Total State’ Ernst Forsthoff argued that to assure the survival of the nation, the state must control every element of society.4 His view was prophetic: the Nazi Party quickly set about creating laws and paramilitary organisations which enthusiastically persecuted perceived internal ‘enemies’ in order to create a seelische Geschlossenheit, or ‘psychological unity’, within the new Reich.

         The same underlying theory was also to be applied to Germany’s armed forces, in preparation for what the state’s leading National Socialist military tactician described as a coming ‘total war’. General Erich Ludendorff had witnessed (and effectively presided over) the defeat of Kaiser Wilhelm’s forces in the First World War; in December 1935 he published ‘Der Totale Krieg’, arguing the need to harness every aspect of German civilian life – social, political, economic and cultural – to the demands of military success over the enemy, and to do so free of the legal codes of conduct which had characterised the previous practice of war. ‘Total war is not only aimed against the armed forces’, Ludendorff insisted, ‘but also directly against the people.’5 The book was an instant bestseller at home and by 1936 was widely republished throughout Europe and Britain.6

         The threat posed to Britain by the Nazi state was recognised by at least some of the political class. In January 1936, Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden warned the Cabinet about Germany’s plans to expand into and then control large swathes of Continental Europe.

         
            Hitler’s foreign policy may be summed up as the destruction of the [Versailles] peace settlement and re-establishment of Germany as the dominant power in Europe.

            The means by which this policy is to be effected are two-fold: (a) Internally through the militarisation of the whole nation in all its aspects; (b) externally by economic and territorial expansion so as to absorb as far as possible all those of German race who are at present citizens of neighbouring States, to acquire new markets for German industry and new fields for German emigration, and to obtain control of some of the sources of raw materials at present lacking in Germany. The form and direction of this expansion is the one still doubtful factor in Germany’s plans for the future.7

         

         In 1938 Hitler resolved that uncertainty. In March, German troops marched into Austria; in September he annexed Czechoslovakia. Despite the Chamberlain government’s attempts at appeasement, it was clear that war with Germany was coming; but it was equally evident to Britain’s military leaders that the country’s armed forces would not be ready to fight for another year. On September 20, General Hastings Ismay, Secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence, presented a report to the Cabinet warning that: ‘German absorption of Czechoslovakia will enhance her military prestige, increase her war potential and probably enable her to dispose of stronger land forces against France and ourselves than she can do at present.’ By contrast, Britain lagged behind the Reich – particularly in air power – and ‘if war with Germany has to come, it would be better to fight her in, say, 6–12 months time’.8

         On the Home Front, Britain’s security laws, and the intelligence services on which the country’s defence against German spies or British collaborators depended, were equally unfit for purpose.

         The most glaring evidence of this was the absence of any legislation against foreign espionage. Between 1914 and 1918, 35 spies had been caught; 22 were convicted and sixteen executed under an emergency law passed immediately after the outbreak of war. But the Defence of the Realm Act had lapsed with the Armistice, without any attempt at a peacetime replacement. The only other possible provision – the various Treason Acts dating back almost 250 years – required the perpetrator to owe allegiance to the Crown;* since German intelligence operatives had no such duty of loyalty, there could be no statutory basis for trying, let alone putting to death, any Abwehr agent who did not hold a UK passport. Even British sub-agents faced little danger of treason proceedings, since the Acts required prosecutors to produce two witnesses to an alleged offence – an unlikely prospect given the necessarily clandestine nature of spying.

         But beyond the lack of a functioning anti-espionage law was a more fundamental – and more fundamentally thorny – problem: what should be done about enemy aliens when war, as seemed inevitable, began?

         During the First World War, Defence Regulations had granted the Home Secretary executive power to order the detention of anyone – foreign nationals or British citizens – he deemed to be of ‘hostile origins … or associations’.9 However, despite widespread public ‘spy fever’, the provision was used sparingly; between 1914 and 1918 only 342 enemy aliens were interned under Defence Regulation 14B, and at the war’s end the prerogative lapsed.

         From the mid-1920s, Whitehall began considering whether to prepare legislation for a future conflict. It is a testament to the sporadic and leisurely nature of the discussions between the Home Office and MI5 that they rumbled on from 1923 to 1936 without ever reaching a definitive decision on the dilemma underlying the question of internment: was it morally right – let alone legal – to imprison people without trial? Centuries of English law held that it was wrong both ethically and constitutionally, and a succession of habeas corpus cases dating back to the reign of Henry II had established a clear right of anyone lawfully resident in the United Kingdom not to be detained on the unchallengeable order of either government or monarch.

         ‘Of great importance to the public is the preservation of this personal liberty’, William Blackstone wrote in Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765–69) – the bedrock for all English jurisprudence – ‘for once it were left to the power of any … magistrate to imprison arbitrarily whomever he or his officers thought proper … there would soon be an end of all other rights and immunities.’10

         The view of the Security Service was that, however distasteful, war trumped personal freedom; by contrast, the Home Office, traditionally – and with some historical justification – viewed as the guarantor of individual rights within Whitehall, was resistant to any measure which gave ministers untrammelled power over the people.

         But by the end of 1936, as Hitler’s actions laid increasingly bare the threat posed by Nazi Germany, a consensus was reached. On December 11 a Home Office memorandum set out the principle to be adopted in new Defence Regulations if, or when, war came.

         
            It would be necessary that the Defence Bill should confer on the Home Secretary an arbitrary power to intern, without trial and for an indefinite period, persons (whether British or alien) whose sympathies were such that if they were allowed to remain at large they would be likely to impede the war effort.11

         

         In July the following year the Committee of Imperial Defence accepted the broad brushstrokes of this policy, but left the details to be ironed out by yet another inter-departmental Whitehall sub-group; this spent the next two years bickering about who could be interned – aliens or British citizens – and the bureaucratic checks and balances to be built into the legislation.

         None of this was disclosed to, let alone discussed with, the public or its representatives. Nor did Whitehall share its final draft of the new regulations with Parliament until the last days of peace. On August 24, 1939, Parliament was recalled from its summer break and the Emergency Powers (Defence) Bill, endowing the Home Secretary with the executive power of internment – was ushered through the voting lobby.

         The law was primarily intended to target enemy aliens, whose numbers had risen dramatically in the years during which Whitehall laboriously pondered. In 1930 there were approximately 20,000 German nationals living in Britain, as well as an uncounted number of dual nationals and exiles who had taken on British citizenship by marriage or naturalisation. From 1933, as Hitler’s regime imposed increasingly repressive laws and political as well as religious oppression on German citizens, an exodus began. Over the next five years 300,000 refugees fled the country, almost a quarter of them arriving in Britain. Many – almost certainly the vast majority – were genuinely seeking asylum, but although there were economic controls aimed at preventing them from being a drain on the state, as the numbers increased in direct correlation with Nazi persecution there was little effective political or intelligence screening of those claiming sanctuary. By September 1939, approximately 70,000 non-naturalised Germans and Austrians were living within the territorial borders of the United Kingdom.

         From 11.15am on Sunday, September 3, 1939 – the moment Britain formally declared war on Nazi Germany – all of those men and women became enemy aliens and subject to possible internment.12

         The new Defence Regulations instituted a system of classifying the level of threat they posed. Those deemed the greatest risk were designated Category A, to be rounded up as a matter of urgency; those in Category B were to have restrictions imposed on their movements and association, while Category C aliens would be left largely undisturbed. The responsibility for providing the information on which these decisions rested was handed to the Security Service. Assessing 70,000 men and women was a Herculean task which would have troubled even the most efficiently-organised and well-resourced intelligence department; unfortunately, MI5 was neither.

         At the end of 1918, the Home Section of the War Office Directorate of Military Intelligence – the formal title under which the Security Service operated – had more than 800 staff, all focused on counter-espionage inside Britain. The department had proved its worth during the First World War; by 1916 its actions had – according to the official history of British Intelligence – made it ‘virtually impossible for Germany to maintain agents in Britain’.13 But in the years that followed, funding and manpower were cut as part of a succession of turf wars with MI6 and with the Metropolitan Police Special Branch.

         Even MI5’s departmental parentage – the Ministry which controlled it – became obscure; after a remarkably ill-documented series of reorganisations neither the War Office nor the Home Office was sure which was in charge, resulting – as a subsequent secret review caustically noted – that by the outbreak of war the Security Service was ‘something of a lost child’.14 By September 1938, the total staff complement at its Thames House HQ on London’s Millbank was 150: of these, only 30 were intelligence officers, the remainder being secretaries or clerks who painstakingly posted entries – often handwritten – on the suspect index files in the Thames House basement.

         This vast Registry, as the collection of intelligence was known, had once provided the Security Service with a state-of-the-art system of recording and accessing information gleaned on individuals and organisations perceived as a danger to the country. By the end of the First World War it held 250,000 punch cards and 27,000 specific name files on individuals deemed to be ‘suspicious’ or dangerous’.15 In the lean years of the 1920s and 1930s, however, it was – according to MI5’s official history – allowed to ‘fall behind … with serious consequences when the war broke out in 1939’.16

         Even the diminished overall staffing levels were slightly deceptive and disguised the extent to which meagre resources were thinly spread. By 1939 MI5 was divided into four sections. A Branch was responsible for personnel, finance and administering the Registry; C Branch was tasked with vetting political appointments, while D Branch handled the security of the munitions industry and worked alongside immigration officials at ports and aerodromes. MI5’s primary raison d’être – investigating threats to the nation’s security – was the purview of B Branch, yet it was kept remarkably short of both money and staff. A 1945 memorandum, written for internal consumption, noted that ‘there were not more than 12 agents employed by the Department [B Branch] as a whole’.

         
            It will probably come as a surprise – even to the personnel of the Security Service – to learn that during the vital years between 1935 and 1939 such a small number of agents was available to cover a vast field of work of the first importance; but it is fair to say that this was not due to any lack of foresight on the part of the Department. It was entirely due to financial starvation for which the Department was in no way to blame.17

         

         The report’s author, Maxwell Knight, was symptomatic of both the Service’s strength in fiscal adversity and, simultaneously, the fundamental problems at its heart. Born in 1900 and a youthful midshipman in the Royal Naval Reserve during the final years of the First World War, Knight had gone to work as a teacher in a boys’ preparatory school and as a freelance journalist before being recruited to join a shadowy private industrial espionage unit run by Sir George Makgill, an ultraconservative business leader with a visceral dislike of trade unions. The Industrial Intelligence Bureau was financed by the Federation of British Industries and the Coal Owners’ and Shipbuilders’ Federations. Its self-appointed and somewhat sinister mission was to seek out intelligence on industrial unrest fomented – allegedly – by communists, anarchists and the Irish Republic Army.

         Because MI5 had few, if any, agents of its own, in the early 1920s its head, Sir Vernon Kell, formed an alliance with the IIB, allowing the Service to reap the benefit of its information. In 1924, Knight was sent on an undercover mission on behalf of both organisations.

         
            At the request of Sir George Makgill, Bt., who was then running agents on behalf of Sir Vernon Kell, I joined the first of the Fascist Movements in this country, The British Fascisti. I remained with this organisation until 1930 when it more or less became ineffectual.

            My association with this body was at all times for the purposes of obtaining information for H.M. Government and also for the purposes of finding likely people who might be used by this department for the same purposes.18

         

         Knight’s account of his involvement with the British Fascisti (rebranded as The British Fascists in 1924) is a little disingenuous: at the time he was, politically and emotionally, far closer to fascist beliefs than he later cared to admit. MI5’s authorised history quotes the recollections of an (unnamed) young officer, who served under Knight, that he ‘had no time for democracy and believed the whole country should be ruled by the social élite’.19

         In December 1929 Knight was recruited by MI6 to investigate communist groups throughout Britain.† He was apparently picked for his willingness to break the law in the service of his employers.

         
            [Knight] makes an excellent impression, is clearly perfectly honest, and at need prepared to do anything, but is at the same time not wild.

            When required by his previous masters, he and two friends burgled, three nights running, the premises of the local committee of the Communist Party in Scotland, the branch of the Labour Research department there and the YCL [Young Communist League].20 

         

         Two years later, in a widespread reorganisation of all three intelligence-gathering services (MI5, MI6 and Special Branch), he transferred to the Security Service, bringing with him a collection of informants and unpaid amateur ‘agents’, to which he gave the codename ‘M.S.’.‡ Together they infiltrated the Communist Party and exposed the willingness of some of its luminaries to spy on behalf of Moscow.21

         Much less attention was devoted to the growing fascist movement in Britain. In the month that Hitler assumed power in Germany – January 1933 – Knight wrote an internal policy study which took a benign view of the groups then in existence and, in particular, of the one to which he had belonged.

         
            It can be confidently said that at no time between 1923–1927 was there any intention on the part of the British Fascisti to act in any unconstitutional manner, nor to usurp the functions of the properly constituted authorities.22

         

         Five years later B Branch had belatedly realised that Knight and his team had been focused too greatly on the lesser enemy of communism – albeit that they had also managed to infiltrate the official British fascist parties – and too little on the wider problem of pro-Nazi sympathisers. As his own post-war account noted:

         
            In 1938 it was obviously necessary to pay some attention to the desirability of having agents who could be used in connection with that branch of German espionage which had an affinity with either the NSDAP Organisation in Great Britain, or pro-German societies and groups which did not properly fall under the heading of fascist bodies. And between 1938 and the outbreak of war, a small group of agents was developed to deal with such matters.23

         

         Unfortunately, Knight’s efforts were hampered by two major obstacles. The first was money: until the last days before war was declared, very little additional government funding reached B Branch, much less the ‘M.S.’ operation – a short-sightedness which would, very shortly, cause severe problems. ‘Had the Government of the day taken a more courageous attitude’, Knight complained in 1945, ‘and had they loosened the purse-strings in time, it is certain that the administration of agents during the later years of the war could have been more efficient.’24

         The accusation was just, if tinged with a degree of hypocrisy: Knight’s own inefficiencies and shortcomings were the second fundamental problem which would, in time, undermine MI5’s efforts against Hitler’s sympathisers in Britain.

         Knight was – either by nature or affectation (accounts differ)§ – an eccentric and defiantly independent figure. According to Joan Miller, his secretary, mistress (of sorts) and sometime ‘M.S.’ agent:

         
            M was enigmatic and debonair … The range of his accomplishments was extraordinary. He’d played drums in a jazz band at the Hammersmith Palais and more impressively was equally proficient on the clarinet … He published a couple of thrillers … knew more about the Occult than anyone I’ve ever met … was a crack shot and a collector of antique guns.25

         

         Knight operated from his own, habitually chaotic flat in Sloane Street (and later Dolphin Square) rather than from MI5’s offices. Visitors would frequently be greeted by one of his succession of exotic pets – from grass snakes to a bush-baby or a baboon. He was, in the words of the Service’s official history, ‘a law unto himself’.

         

         
            He was probably the last officer who, as one who served under him later recalled, ‘would burgle premises without authority and recruit whomever he wished.’26

         

         With no money to pay his team, Knight recruited largely from his own set of acquaintances: an impoverished minor aristocrat, a crime novelist, and the son of his close friend, the thriller writer Dennis Wheatley. He also found at least one agent from within London’s gay community. (Knight was himself a probable homosexual, at a time when this was illegal; his marriage was unconsummated and he was estranged from his wife, who ran a small hotel on Exmoor.)

         If this was, of necessity, a distinctly unprofessional way to run a counter-espionage unit, it matched the relaxed traditions of MI5 in the 1930s. Sir Vernon Kell’s management style was paternalistic and senior staff tended to share his interests in hunting, shooting and fishing. One former member recalled that her interview involved only two questions – ‘where had I been to school, and did I play any games’ – while another described the atmosphere as ‘like being in a family firm, one felt, secure’.27

         Actual security, however, was rather less in evidence. The authorised history includes the view of an MI5 official, lodged in the Service’s archives:

         
            Security was non-existent. No-one was vetted on joining, in most cases staff were recruited on the basis of knowing someone already employed … No passes were issued and no-one was on the door to let us in.28

         

         Given this amateurish approach, and the meagre finances which encouraged it, MI5’s failure to spot warning signs in three seemingly minor cases during 1939 was understandable.

         In March a draughtsman working on a secret government project walked out of the Fairey Aviation Company in Hayes, Middlesex. Harry Mayes took with him sketches and blueprints for a new aircraft engine being developed for the Air Ministry; in collaboration with a small rival aircraft and motor design firm, he attempted to cash in on the invention by registering a patent on the engine.29

         The same month, another draughtsman working in the electrical drawing office of the British Power Boat Company in Hythe was caught removing plans for a secret 70-foot motor boat being developed for the Admiralty. A search of Walter Moore’s lodgings revealed that he had already stolen nine similar blueprints including a detailed layout of the engine room machinery and full wiring diagrams.30

         Neither Mayes nor Moore appears to have had any contact with either foreign spies or domestic pro-Nazis – a fact which persuaded the Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP) to rule out espionage charges; instead their motives were purely financial. Each was convicted on one count of breaking the Official Secrets Act and fined. But the ease with which two British men were able to steal militarily-sensitive information, and their willingness to do so for money, should have rung alarm bells inside Thames House; on the evidence of the two surviving files – both created by the DPP – there is no evidence that MI5 even knew about the cases. It had no such defence in the third.

         On July 22, Frederick Donald Ballard, a Master-at-Arms serving on HMS Coventry, was drinking in a pub in Portsmouth when he was approached by a man seeking information about his ship. According to the report he gave to Portsmouth City Police: ‘A man who was a complete stranger came up to me and said, “I have been trying to meet you for the past three weeks … When I know you better, we will talk big money, as you are on the Coventry which is an experimental ship and it will be worthwhile.”’

         The man gave his name as Michael O’Riley and told Ballard: ‘I am a German Spy, and I hold the rank of Captain in the German Army’, and that he had been ‘thrown out of Simmonstown Dockyard31 for being a spy and after that he had gone to Singapore, Bombay, Alexandria, Malta and Germany; after staying in Germany for a short while, he had gone to America where he had worked as an engineer in Ford’s Works, Detroit, and that he had returned to England about 18 months ago.’
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