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          ‘History with its flickering lamp stumbles along the trail of the past, trying to reconstruct its scenes, to revive its echoes . . .
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  PROLOGUE




  On the night of Saturday, 19 April 1941, in lethal celebration of Adolf Hitler’s fifty-second birthday, corpulent German air force chief Hermann Göring dispatched

  700 bombers to London, intent on delivering his Führer a gift to remember. Flying in relays for seven hours, many crews managed to squeeze in two missions, with the keenest of the Luftwaffe

  bombardiers even notching up three. For the first time during the Blitz – and the last – the long tail of Heinkels, Junkers and Dorniers were able to drop 1,000 tonnes of high explosive

  on the beleaguered capital. Thanks to cloud overcast most of the raiders bombed blind, scattering their payloads wildly, killing 1,200 people and triggering more than a thousand major fires. The

  small price paid only added to mordant Nazi delight, das Tausendtonnengeschenk costing the Luftwaffe just four aircraft lost.




  Major Thomas ‘Tar’ Robertson of B Division, MI5, drew back a corner of the heavy blackout curtain covering the office window at 54 Broadway. Beyond Green Park parachute mines and

  incendiaries rained down on Mayfair, demolishing banks, tailors and gentlemen’s clubs. Searchlights, tracer and phosphorus dazzled; fire consumed. The war news from overseas was no more

  encouraging. Having routed the Yugoslavian army, victorious German troops had pushed back Allied forces in Greece and southern Albania, raising the possibility of yet another chaotic British

  evacuation by sea. On the other side of the Mediterranean the port of Tobruk was under determined siege by Rommel’s Afrika Korps, while the recent destruction of

  several U-boats failed to disguise the fact that the tide of the Battle of the Atlantic was still running in Germany’s favour.




  That a mysterious female agent with ‘good legs’ had been observed stepping off the Lisbon plane at Whitchurch held a measure of promise for Robertson and Section B1A. All things

  considered, however, this trifling development was unlikely to bring about a swift Allied victory.




  Besides, everything paled into insignificance beside the crisis of confidence which had lately enveloped Tar’s star double agent. Codenamed SNOW by MI5, and JOHNNY by their opposite

  numbers in Germany, for the last five years the diminutive Welshman born Arthur Graham Owens had operated as Hitler’s chief spy in England, masquerading as a nationalist traitor in return for

  an astronomic salary and a vanity rank. In truth Agent Snow was planting disinformation on the bungling German Abwehr, a bodyguard of lies by which Robertson’s department hoped to

  reverse the disastrous flow of events since Dunkirk, making the so-called double-cross system one of the few effective weapons in a British armoury still desperately short of tangible hardware.




  The flaw in this ingenious deception scheme was Snow himself. Even by the standards of the rogues’ gallery of hustlers and shadowplayers run by B1A, Arthur Owens was more trouble than a

  barrel of Barbary apes. The little man had endeared himself to no one in the Service, a string of sceptical handlers noting a penchant for expensive motors, cheap women and flights of wild

  egotistical fancy that would shame Walter Mitty. ‘In drink he is probably not completely aware on these occasions that what he is saying is a lie,’ rued the latest glum case summary.

  ‘Similar doubts have pervaded his motives in acting as an agent. At times in his complicated career Agent Snow has seen himself as a patriot doing dangerous and valuable work for his country;

  at other times, no less genuinely, as a daring spy, clever enough to outwit British Intelligence.’




  Lisbon had been his nadir. Two months earlier, in February 1941, Owens had flown to Portugal to treff with his German handler, Herr Doktor Rantzau, only to

  return to London bearing a bullish peace proposal drafted by high-ranking Nazis. Worse still, Owens now insisted that he had been unmasked as a British double agent by the other side.




  Fox shot, flush busted.




  Instinct told Robertson that the vital double-cross secret was probably safe. After all, Snow had returned from Lisbon very much alive, his pockets bulging with sterling and dollars, and a

  veritable Woolwich arsenal of exploding pens. However, Owens appeared now to be a burnt-out case, pleading duodenal ulcers while at the same time sinking a bottle of brandy a day, and increasingly

  desperate to please Lily Bade, the high-maintenance floozy who had lately given birth to their child. Had the schizophrenic complexities of the disorientating double-cross realm become too much to

  bear? Or had Snow simply fabricated his tale of illness and exposure in Iberia in order to engineer a comfortable retirement with a foot in both camps?




  The only certainty was that Owens had returned from Lisbon with a sexually transmitted disease. Louche, lazy and libidinous, everything Snow touched became corrupt or contaminated, like King

  Midas in reverse. True, since the end of the Phoney War in May 1940 he had achieved outstanding results for MI5, exposing several pre-war sleepers in Britain and luring a dozen hapless invasion

  spies who arrived by parachute and boat. Most had been captured with laughable ease, then dropped by the hangman after cursory trials. Better still, Robertson had managed to flip several of these

  incoming agents as fresh double-cross assets. Indeed, the Dane codenamed Tate had even been awarded an Iron Cross by his gullible German masters.




  With the first stirrings of spring, however, Snow’s credibility had melted clean away. The Lisbon fiasco aside, on April Fools’ Day the body of a previously unknown German agent had

  been discovered in a shelter in Cambridge. Isolated, penniless and emaciated by hunger, the V-man had hastened his own demise by placing an Abwehr-issue 6.35 mm Mauser

  automatic to his temple and squeezing the trigger. Poorly forged papers identified him as Jan Willem Ter Braak, an unremarkable Dutch refugee, yet his pink ration book told a different story, while

  his ID card bore telltale sample serial numbers buzzed to Hamburg on Agent Snow’s transmitter.




  Ter Braak had been at large for six months, during which time Cambridge had suffered several damaging air raids. How many more Nazi spies might have bypassed Snow’s illusory shadow

  network?




  Back at his desk, Tar Robertson leafed again through page after page of muddled, contradictory transcripts and flimsies. Rogue Agent Snow was a riddle wrapped up in an enigma. The one glimmer of

  hope was that new Ultra decrypts from Bletchley Park confirmed that Germany was poised to invade the Soviet Union, perhaps even as early as May. Codenamed Barbarossa, the assault would commit Adolf

  Hitler to a war on two fronts that would eventually destroy his ‘thousand year’ Reich. Though far removed from the frozen steppes of Russia, Agent Snow too had a key role to play. The

  intricate lies put across in his name would one day step up from tactical to strategic, their deceptions determining the fate of tens of thousands, whether Bomber Command airmen high above the

  steel mills of the Ruhr, merchant navy sailors dodging U-boats in the freezing waters of the North Atlantic, or entire infantry divisions storming the beaches of Italy and France, opening up the

  second front, delivering Europe from evil.




  Humdinger, as the little man himself was apt to say.




  Bombs continued to fall thick and fast as the Führer’s birthday Blitz entered its fourth violent hour, those dropping closest to Broadway causing the very foundations of the building

  to shake. Robertson could picture the scene at Homefields, the comfortable Surrey safehouse provided for Hitler’s chief spy in England, two dozen miles from the mayhem

  surrounding SW1. Probably Owens was playing cards with his Intelligence Corps minder, pouring freely from a bottle of black-market brandy, conjuring fresh alibis and ailments, his fate dangling by

  the most slender of threads.




  Snow.




  Shabby, scapegrace little man Snow. Running with the hare while hunting with the hounds. Hiding in plain sight, always playing both ends against the middle.




  Shrugging off a powerful sensation of déjà vu, Major Robertson reached for his green-handset scrambler phone and asked the girl on the switchboard for a Weybridge number.




  The die was cast.




  





  1




  ‘Typical Underfed Cardiff Type’




  By his own account, Arthur Owens’ extraordinary career as a double-cross agent was triggered by Zeppelin shells. A quarter century before the Luftwaffe delivered the

  Tausendtonnengeschenk on London, marauding German airships were sent to harry the capital with pinprick raids, causing little material damage but confirming a Hunnish reputation as

  barbarians and ‘baby killers’. Barely sixteen when the first Zepps arrived in 1915, and thus too young to take to the air in an Avro or Sopwith, or charge over the top from a trench,

  Owens would later lay claim to feelings of profound outrage.




  Profound, yet wholly unpatriotic. By his own account, after his father’s engineering firm devised a ‘special shell’ which brought down Zeppelins in droves the War Office denied

  the company any credit, resulting in the loss of hundreds of thousands of pounds. A more elaborate version of the same story found room for corrupt officials, titanic legal battles in the High

  Court and the confiscation of a private yacht by vindictive government agents. This, so the little Welshman said, had left him feeling ‘very bitter’ towards England.




  Tall tales of political and personal betrayal provided the perfect backstory for Hitler’s chief spy in England. That the Zeppelin shells story was entirely untrue also served to set the

  scene for Owens’ picaresque rise as a secret agent, whose erratic moral compass and predilection for intrigue and fantasy would, by 1940, bring his country to the brink

  of disaster.




  With his sharp features, beady eyes and nicotine-stained fingers, Arthur Graham Owens was nobody’s idea of a gentleman spy. The youngest son of a master plumber, the future Agent Snow was

  born in the small Welsh industrial town of Pontardawe on 14 April 1899. His father, William Thomas Owens, had moved his business from Bristol to Glamorganshire fifteen years earlier, just as

  coal-rich Pontardawe began to boom and bloom as a micro ‘tinopolis’, exporting tinplate and galvanised steel to all four corners of the globe. Though his small engineering business was

  dwarfed by the forges and mills thrown up by the ironmasters, entrepreneurial William Owens expanded his company as the town grew, graduating from manufacturing humble plumbing supplies to

  cast-iron radiators and acetylene gas equipment, styling himself as an inventor and patentee.




  In middle age William Owens took a second wife, Ada, who was some sixteen years his junior. Like William, Ada was a native of Somerset, making the Owens household at 224 Dyffryn Road culturally

  rather more English than Welsh, aspirant middle class, with a small complement of domestic staff. Their youngest son Arthur received a solid education at Pontardawe County School, where he showed a

  talent for sciences, and then served an apprenticeship with a firm of electrical engineers in nearby Clydach, no doubt with a view to bringing new skills to the family business. Short of stature,

  as well as social graces, the young scion was nevertheless talkative, quick witted and blessed with a keenly inventive mind. But for primogeniture, William Owens & Company would almost

  certainly have been his eventual inheritance.




  However, these formative years were overshadowed by the outbreak of the First World War in August 1914. With his flair for mechanics, Arthur dreamed of joining the Royal Flying Corps, the newest and most glamorous of the three armed services; later he would hint at having held a commission and flown fast Sopwith Camels. In truth Owens was too undersized for

  military service, and too highly strung. There were no pilot’s wings, and no Zeppelin shells. Condemned to remain in dreary Pontardawe for the duration of the conflict, surrounded by

  collieries, mills and begrimed mundanity, the little man determined to escape and seek his fortune elsewhere.




  With his half-brothers held in reserved occupations, the name Owens appears nowhere on the Pontardawe war memorial. Nevertheless, genuine tragedy touched the family in the summer of 1918 when

  Ada succumbed to a brain haemorrhage. Now an elderly widower, William sold up and took his money back to Bristol, where he purchased a comfortable town house in the affluent suburb of Clifton.

  Arthur moved too, describing himself as a ‘manufacturing chemist’ of independent means, and stepping out with a petite blonde from Knowle named Irene Ferrett. Possibly Irene fancied

  that Arthur had been a scout pilot; certainly her diminutive beau was inclined towards flights of fancy and magical thinking. The couple married in September 1919 and moved into the large town

  house at 23 Gordon Road, living an indolent, carefree lifestyle until the following January, when William Owens, master plumber turned gas magnifico, succumbed to chronic kidney disease.




  Zeppelin shells or no, the profits from large wartime contracts meant that Owens Senior left his heirs a substantial estate. Rather than return to industrial Glamorgan, or further his career as

  a chemist or engineer, Arthur instead moved to Mumbles, a popular seaside resort near Swansea, where he hoped to cash in on the postwar holiday boom by setting up a confectionery business. While

  her husband honed his skills as a humbug merchant, Irene nursed their son, born Graham Robert in September 1920 but known always as Bob. For many entrepreneurs the tourism bonanza delivered easy

  money, yet Owens was financially irresponsible and proved incapable of living within his means. In little more than a year the pretender from Pontardawe had managed to run

  through the bulk of his inheritance, and found himself fending off disgruntled creditors.




  Never knowingly heroic, the little man cut and ran. Like tens of thousands of other Britons during this turbulent postwar period, Arthur Owens chose to make a new life in Canada, where

  English-speaking WASPs were once again being encouraged to ‘fill up the vast waste spaces’ after the war in Europe had forced a lull in westward immigration. The family sailed from

  Bristol in October 1921 and eventually settled in Ontario, where Arthur gained employment as a public utility engineer. In 1925 Irene gave birth to a daughter, Patricia. After five years the couple

  became naturalised Canadian subjects, and Owens entered into a business partnership with an Australian named John Mercer. Applying his inventive skills to battery technology Owens claimed to have

  perfected a new type of lead oxide paste for use in accumulators, which the pair registered as a potentially lucrative industrial patent.




  Seeking to emulate his prosperous father, but with no real capital of his own, Owens required backing to bring his innovations to market. Unfortunately the North American economy was becalmed in

  the midst of the Great Depression, during which patents came to be perceived as monopolistic and harmful, and their efficacy eroded by antitrust laws. Fatefully, during 1933 Owens received

  expressions of interest from George Hamilton, a wealthy investment banker based in London, who preferred the more cosmopolitan sobriquet of G. C. Hans Hamilton. With a varied portfolio of business

  interests, Hamilton sat on the board of directors of The Expanded Metal Company, a large industrial concern with plant and laboratories in West Hartlepool and a smart Westminster office at Burwood

  House. Lightweight but durable, the company’s patent metal mesh supported several iconic landmarks, notably the Eiffel Tower, the Forth Road Bridge and the Kohl Building

  – one of the few structures left standing in San Francisco after the devastating earthquake of 1906.




  The opportunities afforded by Expanded Metal beat tinpot Pontardawe hands down. In August of 1933, six months after Adolf Hitler gained power in Germany, Owens obtained a Canadian passport and

  sailed from Halifax to Southampton. Convinced that urbane George Hamilton might make him a millionaire, Owens signed on as a salaried consultant with Expanded Metal, which in turn would invest in a

  new company formed to exploit Owens’ patents and restore the fortune shamefully squandered on novelty rock in Mumbles. Back in Ontario, the family sold up and broke their long journey home

  with a stay in New York. Father and son returned first, arriving in London at the beginning of January 1934. Irene and Pat followed six weeks later, travelling in style on board the

  Berengaria, the flagship liner of the Cunard fleet.




  Back in Europe there were already worrying signs that the great inventor was reverting to type. In filling out her boarding card, Irene gave her London address as 112 Stratford Road, a modest

  terraced property in Plaistow occupied by an elder brother named Fred. Arthur, meanwhile, selected the Grosvenor House Hotel on Park Lane, impatient to return to the high-rolling lifestyle lost a

  dozen years earlier. By the time his wife and daughter reached London the aspirant tycoon had taken rooms in Sloane Avenue Mansions, a smart apartment block in Kensington. No matter that much of

  his work would involve extended spells in humdrum West Hartlepool, mixing and testing oxide pastes; to Arthur Owens Expanded Metal seemed a ‘right hot’ prospect, this being only one of

  the snappy transatlantic phrases that peppered his lively, energetic patter.




  Humdinger.




  Absolute jake.




  One hundred per cent.




  In order to better exploit his innovations, Hamilton and Owens set up Owens Battery Equipment Limited, a new company part-owned by Expanded Metal but operating from separate

  offices on Copthall Avenue in the heart of the City of London. Unfortunately this arrangement would go badly awry. According to Owens, and much against his advice, Hamilton attempted to combine

  oxide paste with an untried process involving expanded (rather than solid) lead sheets. Although the Admiralty expressed firm interest in fitting the new model accumulators in its submarines, the

  expanded plates proved too fragile. As a result Owens Battery Equipment lost this lucrative contract and was obliged instead to seek sales abroad.




  This setback steered Owens into murky waters. While notionally a banker and company sponsor, George Hamilton had held a commission in the Manchester Regiment during the Great War and still

  retained certain links with the War Office. Through him Owens was introduced to the Deputy Director of Naval Intelligence, and over lunch at the Army and Navy Club found himself invited to furnish

  the Admiralty with any useful snippets of information (‘dope’) that he might pick up while on business trips to Germany. Seduced by the notion of secret agency, Owens’ first

  mission took place in January 1936, when he returned with information of ‘distinct value’ on coastal motorboats operated by the German navy, lately rebranded the Kriegsmarine

  (‘war navy’) by the new Führer.




  No record exists of the amount paid to Owens for this dangerous favour, though it is unlikely to have been more than a few pounds. Subsequently he was passed on to the Secret Intelligence

  Service (MI6), whose primary function was the collection of information abroad. SIS assigned Owens a starchy case officer named Edward Peal, who codenamed his latest asset SNOW, a partial anagram

  of his surname. Colonel Peal and MI6 had no reason to doubt that Owens was anything other than a promising freelance agent, whose corporate credentials gave him perfect cover

  for work inside Germany, once again a potential enemy. So far as the little man was concerned, the glamorous spy game satisfied his cravings to become a ‘big nut’, while at the same

  time keeping his sponsor Hans Hamilton sweet.




  Agent Snow’s first assignment for SIS was a trip to the Baltic port of Kiel, where he snapped several Kriegsmarine warships lying at anchor. Worryingly, however, this mission almost came

  unstuck on his return to Britain, when zealous customs officials seized his Leica camera – a high-end model, and German to boot. Owens blithely confessed to being a spy, then volunteered the

  telephone number of an MI6 office at Thames House on Millbank to prove his credentials. Plainly discretion was a weak point for garrulous Agent Snow.




  So too was money. Displaying judgement just as poor as his insistence on expanded lead plates, Hamilton now introduced Owens to a chemical engineer named Erwin Pieper. German by birth, the

  elderly man whom Owens insisted on calling ‘Peeper’ carried an American passport and claimed to be fluent in nine languages. Once the two men were alone, Pieper offered to sell Owens

  details of an unspecified ‘invention’ devised by a serving German naval officer. Although this scheme came to nothing, the pair would soon meet again – this time in Germany.




  ‘Pieper told me that he had several other propositions which he thought worth quite a little money,’ Owens explained later. ‘From that meeting we became quite friendly and

  confidential. I then mentioned that I would like him, if he saw his way clear, to get me information in Germany. He agreed to do this, and I paid him money for his expenses.’




  This, at least, was the version Owens played back to Colonel Peal. In fact Pieper began to pump Owens for dope, at the same time promising that spying for Germany would offer greater rewards.

  This much was true, for between the wars the effectiveness of MI6 was badly undermined by a chronic lack of resources. In 1936 SIS consisted of just 200 staff worldwide, and

  struggled to run its overseas operations on a miserly annual budget of £200,000. Moreover, careers in MI6 were non-pensionable, so that overworked, underpaid personnel were at risk of

  corruption. At the end of the year an errant passport control officer in The Hague put a bullet through his head, having embezzled almost £3,000 from Jewish visa applicants desperate to leave

  Europe for the safe haven of Palestine. Worse still, a duplicitous source inside Germany stung SIS to the tune of £10,000 for a worthless Luftwaffe order of battle.




  Humdinger.




  Whether Owens ever saw spying as anything other than a lucrative financial opportunity seems doubtful. Questioned by sceptical British intelligence officers in 1938, the capable inventor

  maintained that he had ‘seen right from the beginning exactly what has been in the wind’, and had recognised the existential danger facing Western Europe. ‘I was told that the

  first job would be to organise a system in Germany to get information out. Probably my system is different from yours, but I have always had one object in view and that was to help this country

  when I could.’




  Others received a more candid explanation. In 1940, with Britain and Germany again at war, the Welshman born of English parents, who had spent much of his adult life in Canada, insisted that

  nationalities did not count. All that mattered, Agent Snow claimed, was to be on the winning side.




  Moreover, times were hard. With Owens Battery Equipment struggling to win contracts and cover his outgoings, Owens was forced to move his family from smart Sloane Avenue to downmarket Brixton.

  In February he met ‘Peeper’ again, greeting the veteran German spy off the Harwich boat train at Victoria, then adjourning to the nearby Eccleston Hotel, where the pair discussed

  pooling resources and profits. Afterwards Owens was introduced to a mysterious Canadian named Gorringer, ‘busy getting through a thousand pounds’ at the Strand

  Palace Hotel with the aid of a ‘foreign princess’, both provided by Pieper for services rendered. A vast sum of money in 1936, worth perhaps £50,000 today, Owens was powerless to

  resist such lavish financial inducements. The addition of glamorous, available women made the short, puny Welshman all the more easy to seduce and suborn.




  Operation Legover.




  Right hot.




  It was a package that MI6 could hardly hope to match. In April Colonel Peal handed Owens just £20 towards the cost of travelling to Brussels to wheedle further information from Pieper.

  There, comfortably installed in the Hotel Metropole, Pieper introduced Owens to one ‘Doctor Hoffman’ – notionally a business colleague, but in fact a senior German intelligence

  officer named Hilmar Dierks. A professional spy since 1914, Dierks now ran the naval section at the Abwehr station in Hamburg known as Stelle X, whose wide-ranging brief included espionage

  operations against Britain. With its work somewhat complicated by the Anglo-German Naval Treaty of 1935, Stelle X used neutral territories such as Belgium and Holland as buffers and springboards

  for clandestine activity, building a network of shady front companies and dead-letter drops, and holding discreet meetings (treffs) in select hotels.




  Sizing up the little man for the first time at the Metropole, Hilmar Dierks might have recognised something of himself. As a tyro agent during the First World War, Dierks had tried twice to

  infiltrate the British Isles on behalf of the Kaiser, and when broke in 1925 had even offered his services to MI6. Untroubled, therefore, by Owens’ contact with MI6, and swallowing the

  plausible fiction of the Zeppelin shell fraud, Dierks divined promising agent material and moved their discussion across the border to Cologne. ‘I was asked if I could give them certain

  information for which they were prepared to pay very well,’ Owens said later. ‘All expenses to and from Germany, all travelling and hotel expenses in England, and

  any money I thought reasonable for bribes. I was given a list of the information required and methods of communication, and a government paper which enabled me to pass without questions at the

  frontier.’




  Designated A.3504 by the Hamburg stelle, Owens returned to London determined to pursue a mercenary middle way by peddling low-grade information to the highest bidder. Since MI6 were starved of

  funds, his preferred employer would be Hitler’s Abwehr, who promised generous expenses and a monthly stipend. This treasonous scheme allowed no room for Erwin Pieper, who had outlived his

  usefulness by introducing Owens to his controller, Hilmar Dierks. Just one flaw threatened this cynical masterplan: a distinct lack of hard intelligence. True, Hans Hamilton knew people, and MI6

  might be prevailed upon to provide a light dusting of low-grade chickenfeed. For the most part, however, the material Owens had gathered for Stelle X during the spring of 1936 was of no real value,

  having been cobbled together from public domain sources such as newspapers and magazines, and obscure technical manuals from specialist suppliers.




  ‘I am sending you today Sample Number One,’ Owens wrote to Dierks disingenuously, a humbug merchant once more. ‘The other samples will follow in rotation, so

  please be on the lookout. The cost of making up samples here is £9.18.6 to be exact, including trips etc, and I trust you will find it in order. It was very difficult to produce. I will bring

  all test papers and reports with me when I next come over.’




  Still believing Snow to be loyal to the Crown, Colonel Peal contributed £30 towards costs incurred on his next trip to Germany. Owens returned to Hamburg that summer, the Abwehr stoking

  his vanity with a room at the plush Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten. At this, their second treff, Dierks got down to brass tacks. ‘I was shown maps of aerodromes, factories, stores and stations in England, and told that these must be kept up to date,’ recalled Owens. ‘As time progressed, they would supply me with names and addresses in England where

  information would be received and sent. In fact I was to act as a sort of central agency between Hamburg, Berlin and London.’




  Precisely why Dierks set such store by A.3504 remains obscure. Nevertheless, having gained the confidence of Stelle X, Owens was passed up the line to Berlin, where his status as Hitler’s

  chief spy in England was confirmed. Although a promised introduction to the Führer seems not to have materialised, Agent Snow was accommodated at the exclusive Hotel Excelsior, and no doubt

  supplied with a foreign princess. Things truly were, in his own curious parlance, ‘on the up and up’. Despite being wholly unconcerned by politics, to Owens the Germans appeared

  ‘good people’, governed by a dynamic Little Man far more to his liking than the grey bureaucrats of an enfeebled National Government which had failed to pull Britain clear of an

  interminable economic slump.




  Back in London Owens checked in with Colonel Peal. If MI6 and the Naval Intelligence Division had been expecting solid dope on U-boats in exchange for their £30, they were sorely

  disappointed. ‘Owens brought back practically no information,’ carped Peal. ‘He told me that he had made a visit to Berlin but was unable to get any information, as his visit was

  too hurried.’ The colonel began to grow increasingly suspicious. ‘On making enquiries I have now ascertained that Owens still has his flat at Sloane Avenue Mansions, and is receiving

  letters there. He has not admitted this.’




  The Metropolitan Police Special Branch already viewed Snow with particular disdain. ‘Typical Welsh underfed “Cardiff” type,’ read one unkind observation report.

  ‘Very short and slight, rather thin and bony face, somewhat shifty look. Curious brown eyes set wide apart and slightly oblique. Small bony hands stained from cigarette smoking. Soft-spoken

  and lacks assurance in manner. Usually wears brown shoes or boots. General appearance that of an underfed rat.’




  Contrary to popular belief, Arthur Owens was not the first double agent fielded by British intelligence against the Hitler regime. This accolade belonged instead to Major Christopher Draper, a

  Great War fighter ace turned film actor and stunt pilot, whose reckless penchant for flying under bridges had earned him a reputation as ‘the Mad Major’. In 1932 Draper took part in a

  barnstorming ‘Aces of the Air’ tour around Europe, and in Munich was introduced to Adolf Hitler, whose ascent to power was almost complete. Since the Mad Major was well known as a vocal

  critic of Whitehall’s treatment of war veterans, he was earmarked by the Abwehr as a potential asset, and approached by the London correspondent of Der Angriff to provide

  intelligence on the Royal Air Force.




  Draper dutifully reported this contact to the Security Service, MI5, and was instructed to travel to Hamburg. His case officer was Colonel Edward Hinchley-Cooke, a veteran MI5 interrogator who

  was half German, and so fluent in his mother’s tongue that he had worked successfully as a stool pigeon inside prison camps during the Great War. For the next three years Draper posted the

  Abwehr occasional snippets of disinformation, cunningly disguised as innocuous correspondence about stamp collecting. Over time, however, MI5 ran short of plausible falsehoods, and the Mad

  Major’s contact with Stelle X began to wither on the vine.




  One of the several addresses used by Draper and Dierks was Postbox 629, Hamburg 1. A Home Office interception warrant placed on mail sent to and from this box meant that MI5 were soon able to

  identify virtually all of the Abwehr’s existing operatives in Britain. Crucially, one of the letters examined revealed that Dierks (masquerading as ‘L. Sanders’) was keen to meet

  with another of his British agents at the Minerva Hotel in Cologne on the morning of 24 September 1936.




  The identity of this new Nazi agent came as something of a shock to British intelligence. For it was none other than Arthur Owens.




  Instead of confronting errant Agent Snow immediately, Colonel Peal allowed the letter to proceed to its original destination, which just so happened to be the London office of Expanded Metal. A

  port watch subsequently confirmed that Owens had honoured his appointment with Dierks, travelling to Germany on 23 September, and remaining there for six days. Ominously, MI6 had received no

  advance warning, and no request for expenses. On his return, Peal summoned Snow to an SIS office on Victoria Street and demanded an explanation. Owens admitted that he had met Erwin Pieper a year

  earlier, when the elderly German had offered to sell secrets, but insisted that his own intention in stringing ‘Peeper’ along was to infiltrate the Abwehr.




  ‘My duty at that time was to get all I could and be in a position to help this country,’ Snow fibbed artfully, feigning grave indignation. ‘I risked my life to get it to you.

  At least I deserve a little thanks. Understand that I am one hundred per cent with you, and if I make a slip over there I’m not coming back. I am pro-German completely. I have to

  be.’




  But Peal was no fool. The little Welshman was clearly playing both ends against the middle, and in November learned that his services were no longer required by MI6. Peal also threatened Owens

  with prosecution under the Official Secrets Act, though his genuine dealings with British intelligence, including his successful reconnaissance of Kiel harbour, promised acute embarrassment in a

  court of law. True, Owens held a Canadian passport, and still owed allegiance to the Crown if it came to charges of treason. Nevertheless, criminal proceedings might prove a very tricky business

  indeed.




  At the same time, Owens also aroused the displeasure of his Abwehr handler, Hilmar Dierks. Still writing as Herr Sanders from Box 629, yet straying from the language of

  philately, Dierks upbraided Owens over some decidedly outdated intelligence on British tanks. ‘I’m sorry to say,’ he wrote in December, ‘that the contents of

  your letter were not in the least new to me. The newspapers of your country are much quicker than your letters. Since a number of years I am also in possession of the magazine pictures you sent me,

  and you no doubt will understand that all this is rather disappointing. I don’t own a museum, you know. Henceforth your letters will have to be a little more up to date.’




  The abrupt termination of double agent Snow by MI6 now threatened his lucrative, elevated status as Hitler’s chief spy in England. Arthur Owens needed superior samples, and stronger dope.

  By sheer dumb luck, at the beginning of 1937 the embattled traitor would be assigned a brand new case officer, fresh to the Abwehr and Stelle X, whose vaulting ambition far outstripped his limited

  experience.




  By his own account, Nikolaus Ritter had spent much of the First World War in the United States as a German spy, only narrowly evading capture by stealing an aeroplane and barnstorming across the

  border to Mexico. In truth these exploits were just so many Zeppelin shells. A garrulous Rhinelander born in 1899, Ritter served as an infantry soldier on the Western Front, and reached New York

  only in 1924, filling a dozen haphazard years as the foreman of a textile works, a brush importer and a loan shark. Though the FBI would later vouch that Ritter acted as a dangerous ‘Gestapo

  agent’ in America for an extended period, keeping tabs on the aviation industry, the reality was that Ritter, like Owens, was an unscrupulous opportunist, with a history of failed business

  ventures and profligate tastes.




  Married with children by 1935, but stony broke, Ritter returned to the Fatherland to find his perfect English highly prized by the Abwehr, first in Bremen, then at air intelligence (I

  Luft) in Hamburg, a comfortable posting enhanced by a smart blue Luftwaffe uniform. However, the novice spymaster commonly known as ‘Doctor Rantzau’ was

  blithely dismissive of detail and overly fond of delegation. ‘He has a very American attitude to life,’ Owens remarked later, with evident approval. ‘He has wonderful schemes one

  moment, then scraps them the next in favour of another.’ Indeed, with his prominent gold tooth and fat cigars, and a broad American accent more appropriate to a Hollywood B-movie than

  Hitler’s secret service, Hauptmann Nikolaus Ritter seemed all too often to be acting out a role.




  For Owens, Doctor Rantzau’s arrival at Stelle X in January 1937 was a timely development indeed. Choosing to ignore the doubts voiced by Dierks, Ritter set his sole English agent a simple

  test. Eschewing naval matters, A.3504 was asked to provide plans of the RAF aerodrome at Northolt, fifteen miles west of central London, together with details of a new munitions factory in the

  Midlands. With his livelihood on the line, Owens spied hard for the first time since Kiel. The results were sufficiently impressive to convince Ritter that he might exploit the diminutive Welshman

  more fully than had his predecessor, a fresh start deserving of a brand new codename: JOHNNY.




  Sceptics at Stelle X came to prefer a more disparaging sobriquet: Der Kleine. The Little Man.




  The pair met for the first time in the summer of 1937, when Owens travelled to Hamburg on the pretext of drumming up battery sales. Posing as his interpreter, Ritter quickly gained the measure

  of Johnny’s peccadilloes, allowing Owens the run of Hamburg’s finest hotels, as well as indulging his fondness for beer and brandy at nightspots such as the Nagel, Hofbräuhaus and

  Münchner Kindl. Often the pair were joined by Ritter’s aristocratic secretary, Irmgard von Klitzing, who in turn provided a respectable blind date for Johnny – or a foreign

  princess, if all else failed.




  Neither role was required at the exotic Valhalla Club, situated on the infamous Reeperbahn sin strip, whose unique selling point was a network of table telephones.

  ‘Most of the tables were occupied by young single women,’ Ritter recalled fondly. ‘You simply dialled their number, and asked them to come over to your own table. Arthur

  didn’t speak any German so he asked me to do it, and chose three.’ Frustratingly for Owens, ice-cool Irmgard von Klitzing remained unavailable – and was soon embroiled in an

  affair with Ritter. His wife Mary Aurora Evans, a native of Clayton, Alabama, promptly sued for divorce.




  His fortunes restored, back in London Owens moved Irene and the children into a luxury apartment at Pullman Court, an upmarket apartment complex atop Streatham Hill. Completed in 1936, the

  boutique development comprised nine dazzling white blocks designed by Frederick Gibberd, who tempered harsh modernist lines with roof gardens, swimming pools and landscaped grounds. Compact and

  bespoke, the flats within were intended to appeal to the young professional classes, and thus chimed with Agent Snow’s self-image as an international man of affairs. Gibberd even designed a

  range of deco furniture for his tenants, although the sheer modernity of Pullman Court almost proved its downfall, with vocal locals initially fearful that the preponderance of single bedroom

  studio flats would encourage prostitution.




  For Arthur Owens, the prospect of living cheek by jowl with the demi-monde was very much a plus. The downside was that the chic apartment commanded a steep annual rent of £130, for which

  he came to rely almost exclusively on the Abwehr. Ditto the payments on a sleek white Jaguar SS100 Roadster, which retailed at an eye-watering £295. During this period Owens admitted to

  receiving average monthly payments of £20, paid in cash on his regular visits to Hamburg, and often bumped up by lavish expenses. In return, ‘Johnny’ operated as a one-man London

  stelle, travelling far and wide to photograph airfields and factories, and developing a network of informants – some real, but most imagined. Owens Battery Equipment

  also forged links with an ostensibly legitimate German firm named Auerbach, based in the Wandsbek district of Hamburg. In reality the company was yet another Abwehr front, named in honour of the

  famous cellar restaurant in Leipzig, where Goethe placed Faust for his first treff with Mephistopheles, the Devil Incarnate.




  Irony rooted in literature was entirely lost on Owens, who read books only to devise codes. ‘As an agent Johnny was highly reliable,’ averred Ritter. ‘Always delivering his

  material in person, and always on time. At first none of it was particularly sensational, but enough of it was new, and the precision of his reports inspired confidence. Most of it was based on

  trips into the field, and a network of sub-agents that he built up slowly. One worked in the Air Ministry, a couple more at RAF depots. All of them were Welsh, just like Johnny.’




  Absolute jake.




  During this honeymoon period Owens’ idiosyncratic methods alarmed Ritter only once, an event recorded in his circumspect postwar memoir. Arriving at the Auerbach office one day in 1937,

  Owens produced a small foil packet from his briefcase. Sealed inside the waterproof wrapping was a scrap of paper, covered in a jumble of spidery hieroglyphics.




  ‘What’s this?’ demanded Ritter. ‘Remember tradecraft, Johnny. A blind man could see that’s a code.’




  Owens shook his head, then tapped at his teeth with his forefinger. ‘I keep all the good dope hidden up here.’




  ‘Up where?’




  Dropping his jaw, Owens removed his false teeth, stuck the packet to the crown with a lick of saliva, then deftly replaced the denture. Faintly appalled, Ritter warned him against repeating this

  unappealing trick in the field. Owens ignored him, and would later confess to spitting out secret material on several occasions during dicey frontier crossings.




  As for Johnny’s Welsh network, few if any of these sub-agents actually existed, though one genuine mole might have been his brother-in-law, Fred Ferrett, who worked

  at the Short Brothers aircraft factory at Rochester. The suborning of impecunious service personnel also remained a profitable pastime for Stelle X, though Owens fought shy of direct approaches,

  arguing that he was already too valuable to risk arrest. Apparently Berlin agreed. ‘They have one hundred per cent confidence in me,’ bragged Owens. ‘I don’t know why. They

  just have, that’s all. I have not made any slips at all.’




  Nor, so it seems, did Major Ritter. ‘I was always very frugal with money,’ he insisted. ‘Besides which, our policy was to pay according to the value of the delivery. To begin

  with most of Johnny’s material was rather ordinary, and he seldom received more than £50. It was also a security precaution. Too many agents had been caught out in the past, because

  they began to live suddenly and conspicuously above their means.’




  In any event, high-rolling Johnny was already hopelessly ensnared. With payments from Expanded Metal now intermittent at best, rent arrears mounted on Pullman Court, attended by the threat of

  eviction. On 16 September 1937, Owens rang his former case officer at MI6, Colonel Edward Peal, and requested a meeting, hoping to resume his career as a double agent on a double income. Peal

  cautiously agreed, but also invited Colonel Edward Hinchley-Cooke of MI5, the veteran interrogator charged with running Mad Major Draper.




  The man known as ‘Hinch’ to his closest colleagues took a strong and immediate dislike to the former Agent Snow, who seemed neither willing nor able to provide a coherent narrative

  of his dealings with the Abwehr. Referring obliquely to Rantzau and Auerbach, Owens hinted at ‘very good contacts’ in Germany in connection with U-boats, but bowled short on specifics

  and gave few straight answers. Profoundly irritated, Hinchley-Cooke told Owens that his dope was of ‘no value’ and warned him not to contact British military

  intelligence again. The frosty meeting lasted barely fifteen minutes, at the end of which the Little Man was instructed to sign a terse disclaimer, denying him compensation in case he ‘got

  into difficulties’ in his dealings with the Nazis.




  In neat type printed above his signature, the former MI6 freelance meekly confirmed that ‘I fully realise I am not employed and have not been employed since November 1936 by the

  British Intelligence Service.’




  Instead Owens found himself a marked man. ‘They have a man watching me,’ he complained soon after, considerably unnerved by the scrutiny of the Special Branch. ‘I have been

  followed everywhere, my house has been broken into.’ His son Bob, now aged eighteen, was questioned at his place of work by mysterious strangers. Come October, Hitler’s chief spy in

  England felt sufficiently harassed to ask Ritter to allow Irene and their daughter Patricia to emigrate to Germany. Despite these travails, however, Owens could still travel freely on his Canadian

  passport, and therefore this subtle persecution did little to curtail his espionage work. As a result, MI5 was forced to acknowledge that ‘substantially from the end of 1936 until the

  outbreak of war, Snow worked as a straightforward German agent, whose activities, though known to the authorities, were not interfered with in any important respect.’




  In fact MI5 might have nudged the Inland Revenue, who threatened Owens with bankruptcy over tax arrears of £55 at the beginning of 1938. Patents had lapsed, the Owens Battery Equipment

  Company lay dormant, and overheads in Britain exceeded income from Germany. Finally evicted from upmarket Pullman Court, Owens and his family moved ten miles south to Morden, a dreary suburb at the

  bottom end of the Northern Line. There Owens rented a maisonette at 23 Grosvenor Court, a boxy block on a busy main road. Granted, his new accommodation was handy for RAF fighter aerodromes

  at Biggin Hill, Kenley and Northolt, and rather harder for the Branch to surveil. However, the Jaguar Roadster was long gone, and there could be no mistaking the fact that

  Snow’s downward slide was fast becoming an avalanche.




  In an effort to avoid letter intercepts, Owens set up shop in the visitors’ writing room at Canada House. ‘I would be very glad if you will send along payment by

  return,’ he wrote to Ritter, desperate for funds. ‘The delay has been worrying me and my business people here. I am devoting nearly all my time and energy to this deal and am

  getting excellent results, and our business connection next year will be (as they say in US) a humdinger.’




  Frugal Doctor Rantzau was not so sure. ‘As to the last battery, I must say that the price of £75 is rather high. As you wrote yourself that you were trying to get it a little

  cheaper, I hope that you have been able to convince your manufacturer that he has to revise his price. However, on account of such a price reduction there must not be any reduction in the

  quality.’




  Quality remained an intractable problem. In March, when Hitler annexed his Austrian homeland, Owens chanced yet another approach to British intelligence, this time through the Admiralty. Again

  he was rebuffed and escorted from the building. With Rantzau unwilling to pay over the odds for substandard samples, Johnny’s London stelle badly needed to come up with a better pitch, and

  better product.




  A humdinger, in fact.




  Undertaken during the summer of 1938, Owens’ next manoeuvre seemed calculated to appeal both to the Abwehr and MI5. Four years earlier the British Union of Fascists had boasted 40,000

  members and enjoyed a brief flirtation with political respectability, buoyed by its charismatic founder Sir Oswald Mosley, and epitomised by an infamous headline in the Daily Mail:

  Hurrah for the Blackshirts! Although mainstream support tailed off following thuggish scenes at a mass indoor rally at Olympia, Owens now set about infiltrating the party, hoping to

  recruit gullible rank-and-file members as sub-agents and access sympathetic moles in the armed services. Since the Special Branch maintained a number of well-placed informers

  inside the BUF, Owens’ conspicuous efforts were soon noticed, and fed back to MI5. ‘Our friend Snow is on the warpath again,’ noted Hinchley-Cooke with dismay. ‘Some

  definite action is required to clip his wings.’




  Even by the base standards of the BUF, Owens’ pitch to the Blackshirts was remarkably crude. ‘Snow spoke very freely about Thames House, St Ermin’s Hotel, the St James’s

  Park people and Colonel Peal,’ noted Albert Canning, the man in charge at the Branch. ‘He said that his work had revealed serious corruption in the British intelligence service, how it

  was run by Jews etc, and expressed his willingness to expose this “terrible racket”.’




  On the hackneyed pretext of working for peace, Owens warned that Jews were preparing an attack on Germany, hoping to trigger a ‘criminal’ war between England and the Reich. On the

  promise of funding from Hitler, he proposed setting up a chain of clandestine BUF radio stations to broadcast hate direct to a blinkered, complacent public who ‘must be told what is going

  on’. Still more ambitious, Owens also hinted at a coup d’état. ‘If the BUF had a reliable following who would “stick at nothing” to show the government how much

  they were in favour of Germany and detested the Jews, he could arrange for a cargo of arms for use in an attempt to seize power.’




  Such blunt overtures betrayed surprising ignorance of far right nationalist politics. While virtually all Blackshirts were staunch admirers of the new European dictators (Hitler, Mussolini and

  more recently Franco), and most professed to loathe communists and Jews, far fewer were prepared to countenance acts of treason against King and Country. The moment Owens began to boast openly of

  being ‘a direct personal agent of Hitler’ and solicit military and industrial intelligence, doors began to close. It hardly helped that Oswald Mosley hoped to set

  up his own commercial radio station, funded with Nazi money.




  ‘Owens is regarded with considerable suspicion by the few leading officials of the BUF cognisant with his approach,’ Canning concluded. ‘Some describe him as an

  agent-provocateur, and others as a knave or fool.’




  The vexatious petty traitor was both, leading MI5 to again consider charges under the Official Secrets Act. Ultimately the Little Man was dismissed as an impostor: several clandestine

  assignations at the Regent Palace Hotel were found to entail the debriefing of gullible young women rather than ruthless Nazi spies, while a colourful sidekick named Hellfire Williams quickly

  vanished from the scene. Undoubtedly Owens boasted one or two genuine contacts on the fringes of the military, and perhaps even inside the Air Ministry itself, yet most were invented, like the

  fictive Welsh ring. Unfortunately even imaginary agents seemed inclined to let Johnny down. Poking around in a chandlery one day, Owens purchased an instrument described as a pressure gauge from a

  British submarine and in due course took it to Hamburg, fibbing that his source worked in an Admiralty dockyard. In fact, as Ritter soon discovered, this latest ‘sample’ was merely an

  obsolete inclinometer from a scrapped Great War biplane.




  Owens laughed it off, excusing that he could hardly be held responsible for the honesty – or otherwise – of every contact. Ritter reminded Johnny that Stelle X still had no plans to

  open a museum.




  Whether or not Irene Owens knew of her husband’s undercover antics at the Regent Palace Hotel, or on the Hamburg Reeperbahn, their marriage of twenty years was rapidly turning sour. In

  July 1938 Owens took his family to Ostend, ostensibly to enjoy the long sandy beaches and cut-price casinos of the Belgian Riviera, then whisked Irene away to Germany, leaving Bob and Patricia in

  the care of the hotel manager. Owens’ main objective in taking his wife to Hamburg was to introduce her to Doctor Rantzau and demonstrate that his frequent business

  trips were entirely legitimate. But Irene was not much impressed. ‘It was clear to me straight away that there was little real affection between the two of them,’ noted Ritter.

  ‘They might have been similar in terms of physical appearance, but not in character. His wife hardly contributed to the conversation and seemed completely uninterested.’




  According to Irene, the scenario played out in Belgium that summer was infinitely more sinister. In a self-serving statement made to the Branch the following year, Irene insisted that while she

  and Owens were away, a German agent arrived in Ostend and attempted to ‘blackmail’ the children. The visitor was none other than Erwin Pieper, the elderly Abwehr spy who had introduced

  Owens to Hilmar Dierks back in 1936. Fortunately the hotel manager intervened and threatened to have Pieper arrested. ‘Peeper’ promptly disappeared.




  Owens told it differently, explaining that Pieper had attempted to bilk money from the hotel and was ejected from the lobby following a violent exchange. Whatever the truth behind events in

  Ostend, tension hung heavy in the air across Europe throughout the long, hot summer of 1938. This climate of fear was only heightened in September by the Munich Crisis, when events in

  Czechoslovakia prompted Owens to launch yet another bid to re-ingratiate himself with British intelligence.




  This time the former Agent Snow found MI5 unexpectedly receptive. Whereas the annexation of Austria by Hitler was seen as little more than the occupation of his own backyard, the addition of

  Czechoslovakia to his lengthening territorial shopping list marked a first real grab at Lebensraum, the sinister geopolitical policy by which living space (or ‘habitat’) would

  be seized in Eastern Europe, thereby creating an enlarged Third Reich known as Greater Germany. On 12 September the dictator delivered a violently anti-Czechoslovak speech at Nuremberg, citing wrongs committed against ethnic Germans living in the Sudetenland frontier zone and threatening military action at the end of the month. A localised war seemed imminent, one

  likely to spread across Europe since both France and the Soviet Union had forged alliances with the Czechs that had far more bite than any protection offered by the young republic’s

  membership of the toothless League of Nations.




  As the beleaguered Czech government prepared to fight, and 38 million British civilians glimpsed the future through the mica eyepiece of flimsy rubber gas masks, issued free of charge by a

  failing government, Arthur Owens seized his chance. Presenting himself at Scotland Yard, Agent Snow offered up his most detailed statement to date. Besides admitting to acting as Hitler’s

  chief spy in England, Owens also volunteered that he would soon take delivery of a short-wave wireless transmitter. ‘It’s very small and powerful,’ the Little Man boasted, as if

  describing himself. ‘It has a transmitting radius of 12,000 miles and takes practically no current.’




  This disclosure burst like a bombshell at MI5, for at no time had Mad Major Draper been offered a secret radio. Despite remaining deeply suspicious of Owens, Colonel Hinchley-Cooke agreed to a

  meeting on 24 September, which lasted rather longer than fifteen minutes and was transcribed in full by a stenographer. For the most part Owens was typically evasive, though his rambling,

  tangential answers did include details of the Abwehr organisation in Hamburg, including cover addresses used by Doctor Rantzau, as well as the promised transmitter and wireless codes.




  ‘It will be the first one in the country,’ boasted Snow. ‘The thing’s so small you can take it up and work it in your hand.’
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