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ABSTRACT

Double agent SNOW, who was described by British intelligence offi-
cers as an “underfed rat”, did not seem destined to play a significant
part in Britain’s World War Two strategy. Before and during the war,
he worked for both German and British intelligence. Where his true
loyalty lay remains, to this day, unclear. He was the first member
of “Double Cross”, a network which would go on to include more
than 100 double agents under British control. The lack of compart-
mentalisation meant that this dubious agent could jeopardise many
others. Despite his duplicity, he allowed British officials to discover
the strengths and weaknesses of the German intelligence services
and of their own agencies. He was a true asset who helped achieve
cryptanalytic breakthroughs and who contributed to foiling numer-
ous espionage attempts on British soil. Above all, his handling was a
cornerstone for British intelligence in that it taught case officers how
to run a double agent, the risks entailed, and the benefits they could
draw from it.

Lagent double SNOW, décrit par les officiers traitants britannique
comme « un rat sous-alimenté », ne semblait pas destiné a jouer
un role significatif dans la stratégie de le Seconde Guerre mondi-
ale. Avant et pendant la guerre, il travailla pour le renseignement
allemand et britannique. Sa véritable allégeance demeure, de nos
jours, incertaine. Il fut le premier membre du réseau « Double Cross
» qui comprendrait plus de cent agents sous contrdle britannique.
Le manque de cloisonnement signifiait que tout agent pouvait com-
promettre nombre de ses collégues. Malgré sa duplicité, il permit
aux Britanniques de découvrir les forces et les faiblesses des services
allemands de renseignement et de leurs propres agences. Il fut un
véritable atout qui permit de réaliser des percées cryptanalytiques et
qui contribua a déjouer de nombreuses tentatives despionnage sur le
sol britannique. Surtout, cette expérience fut un élément clé pour le
renseignement britannique car il permit a ses officiers traitants d’ap-
prendre comment superviser un agent double, les risques encourus,
et les avantages qu’ils pouvaient en tirer.
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El doble agente Snow: los inicios de la red Double Cross

RESUMEN

A finales de octubre de 1939, tras una entrevista con un agente doble
anoénimo, un oficial de inteligencia britanico escribié el siguiente in-
forme sobre sus rivales alemanes: “[El nombre del agente se elimina
para preservar su anonimato] dice que se referfan a Snow como su
hombre nimero uno. en Inglaterra. (Si esto no es un farol, lo que
parece probable, jentonces estan bastante mal!)”. Este pasaje escrito
al comienzo de la guerra da fe del fracaso de la inteligencia alemana
y es una indicacion de los problemas que continuarian durante todo
el conflicto; Por el contrario, los britanicos lograron sus primeros
€xitos en este campo ese mismo afo.

Snow fue un subdito canadiense nacido en Gales. Regreso6 al Reino
Unido a principios de los afios 1930. Como ingeniero eléctrico, via-
jaba regularmente a Europa en viajes de negocios. Reconociendo el
valor estratégico de tales viajes, se acerco repetidamente a las agen-
cias de inteligencia britanicas para ofrecer sus servicios en los afios
previos a la guerra. Fue rechazado una y otra vez pero aun asi persis-
tio. Esta renuencia britanica a reclutarlo se debié al descubrimiento
de que Snow también trabajaba con los alemanes. Sin embargo, los
britanicos no lo detuvieron hasta la declaracion de guerra. A partir
de septiembre de 1939 se vio obligado a comunicarse con los alema-
nes bajo control britanico. Operd de esta manera entre septiembre de
1939 y marzo de 1941. A lo largo de este periodo, las sospechas brita-
nicas sobre la verdadera lealtad de Snow se reavivaron con frecuen-
cia. Sus dudas culminaron en marzo y abril de 1941, lo que les llevo
a poner fin a sus actividades. Paso el resto de la guerra en la carcel.
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interview with an unnamed double

agent, a British intelligence officer
wrote the following report on his Ger-
man rivals: “[The agent’s name is delet-
ed to preserve his anonymity] says they
referred to Snow as their No. 1 man in
England. (If this isn’t bluff, which seems
likely, then they are pretty badly oft !)
. This passage written at the start of
the war attests to the failure of German
intelligence, and is an indication of

In late October 1939, following an

problems that would continue through-
out the conflict; in contrast, the British
achieved their first successes in this
field in the same year.

Snow? was a Canadian subject
born in Wales. He returned to the UK
in the early 1930s. As an electrical en-
gineer, he regularly travelled to Europe
for business trips. Recognising the stra-
tegic value of such travel, he repeatedly
approached British intelligence agen-
cies to offer his services in the years

1  The National Archives, Kew, London (henceforth NA), NA/KV/2/468, report dated 20 October
1939. The rest of the account of the discussion with this anonymous agent provides several ele-
ments suggesting that this person is probably Gwilym Williams, called “G.W.” by the British ser-

vices.

2 The name Snow is very frequently capitalised in MI5 files, and I will adopt this convention in the

article.
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leading up to the war. He was turned
down again and again but nevertheless
persisted. This British reluctance to re-
cruit him was due to the discovery that
Snow also worked with the Germans.
However, the British did not stop him
until the declaration of war. From Sep-
tember 1939 he was forced to commu-
nicate with the Germans under British
control. He operated in this way be-
tween September 1939 and March 1941.
Throughout this period, British suspi-
cions about Snow’s true allegiance were
frequently reignited. Their doubts cul-
minated in March and April 1941, which
led them to put an end to his activities.
He spent the rest of the war in jail.

Despite all the doubts about
Snow’s sincerity, he holds a unique place
in the history of British espionage. He
was the first agent in the Double Cross
network of double agents which was
set up during the Second World War.
This British network included more
than a hundred double agents. During
the war, Double Cross was able to foil
espionage projects on British soil, to
collect information on German intelli-
gence and to “feed” the Germans with
disinformation, culminating in Opera-
tion Fortitude, which convinced them
that the landings would take place in
the Pas-de-Calais and not in Norman-
dy. These agents played a central role in
the allied strategy. Despite the immense
risks, relying on Snow had a triple ben-
efit for the British. It allowed them to
gather information on Germany, to bet-
ter understand the spy network of the

Third Reich, and also to draw up rules
for dealing with double agents. We can
therefore ask how the risky collabora-
tion with Snow allowed the British to
build an invaluable network of double
agents.

In a first part we will study the
way in which Snow was recruited be-
fore analysing his activities under Brit-
ish control. This will then allow us to
address his crucial role in the genesis of
Double Cross.

Snow, whose real name was Ar-
thur Graham Owens, was born in Wales
in 1899. His business trips frequently
led him to German ports, which he sup-
plied with submarine batteries. This is
why the British Admiralty approached
him in the mid 1930s® . This is the first
step in the agent acquisition process:
“spotting” At the end of 1936, the Brit-
ish services quickly realised that Snow
was also providing information to Ger-
many, at a time when tensions between
the two countries were escalating. They
announced to Owens that they were
ending all contact with him. Inevitably,
his talks with them allowed him to learn
details about the British services that
could be damaging to them. The British
judged that the potential gain was not
worth the risk. The files on Snow, which
were only declassified in 2001, are full
of evidence to this effect.

In April 1938, Lieutenant-Col-
onel Edward Hinchley-Cooke (MI5)
reminded him of a September 1937
warning that British intelligence re-

3 Hayward, James, Double Agent Snow. The True Story of Arthur Owens, Hitler’s Chief Spy in England,
London, Simon and Schuster, 2013, locations 221-227 (Kindle edition).
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fused to have any contact with him*
A few months later, on 24 September
1938, Hinchley-Cooke, now a Colo-
nel, interrogated Snow and reiterated
this warning. He warned him that his
words could be used against him if he
was sued for espionage’.

There are many reasons for this
lack of confidence in Snow. His an-
swers were evasive, to say the least, and
frequently contradictory, which made
it very difficult to trust him® . He was
portrayed as a “bad lot, requiring very
discreet handling” . Snow is “about 5
feet tall and of thin build™® . One file
describes him as “the typical Welsh ‘un-
derfed’ type, very short, bony face, ill-
shaped ears™ . The British also used the
term “underfed rat”™ , the word “rat”
having of course a strong negative con-
notation. Snow is presented as a shady
individual. This judgement is perhaps
partly coloured by the ancestral rivalry
between the English and the Welsh.

However, throughout this peri-
od, Snow provided valuable informa-
tion to the British services which nev-
ertheless frequently insisted he should

4 NA/KV/2/445, note dated 7 April 1938.

stop contacting them, or at least re-
fused to acknowledge their association
with him. Snow revealed the identity of
members of the German secret service,
as well as the addresses used for com-
munications. The British officers took
care to meticulously record all these
names and contact details in the hope
of getting a fairly clear picture of the
German organisation, as evidenced by
the multiple annotations on the inter-
rogation reports'" .

It was through the classifica-
tion procedure established by MI5 that
Snow’s double-dealing was initially
brought to the attention of the British.
Snow sent his correspondence to an ad-
dress in Germany known to the British.
A pre-war double agent, Christopher
Draper, had informed them that it was
used by the Abwehr, Germany’s most
notorious military intelligence service'
. These suspicions about Snow were
corroborated by Snow’s wife. Shortly
before the war, after he left her, she de-
cided to reveal his activities to the au-
thorities" .

She claimed that he was very ac-

5 NA/KV/2/445, transcript of an interrogation of Snow by Colonel Hinchley-Cooke in the presence

of two other persons whose names are deleted, on 24 September 1938 at Scotland House.

O 0 N A

NA/KV/2/445, report entitled “Snow. Report of Interview with D.E.E”, dated mid-March 1938.
NA/KV/2/446, letter to Major Boyle, 2 February 1939.
NA/KV/2/445, note dated 5 September 1938 entitled “re Snow”.

Andrew, Christopher, Defend the Realm. The Authorized History of MI5 (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 2009), p. 212, based on NA/KV/2/444.

10 NA/KV/2/445, note dated 5 September 1938 entitled “re Snow”.
11 NA/KV/2/445, Snow’s interrogation, 24 September 1938.

12 Andrew, op. cit. p. 212.

13 NA/KV/2/446, report of Mrs Snow’s testimony (18 August 1939) to the Special Branch of the Met-

ropolitan Police.
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tively helping the Germans. He tried to
force several of their relatives to pro-
vide information to the secret agencies
of the Reich, and even threatened to
kill her if she revealed his activities to
the police'*. He used his profession as a
cover for his illegal activities, for exam-
ple referring to “samples” to discuss the
information he sent to Germany'. His
wife testified that he gave them details
of British airfields. She added that she
had destroyed codes used by the Roy-
al Air Force so that he could not pass
them on to the Germans, but that he
may still have some'®.

The British studied the motives
behind Snow’s ambiguous stance. The
assessment of Snow’s trustworthiness,
a key element in the recruitment cy-
cle, was carried out repeatedly in or-
der to understand how best to use this
individual. Owens explained that his
resentment of the UK stemmed from
the fact that he, his half-brother and
his father had designed a shell to shoot
down German Zeppelins during the
First World War. He claimed that the
British authorities did not admit that
he and his relatives were the inventors,
and that his family had lost hundreds of
thousands of pounds as a result” . The
money the Germans paid him for his

14 Ibid.

services largely explains the ambivalent
attitude of this frequently cash-strapped
man'® . His motivations seem to be in
line with the MICE model listing the
reasons why a spy serves an intelligence
agency (Money, Ideology, Coercion or
Compromise and Ego or Excitement),
a model which has been questioned"’
but which provides a relevant theoret-
ical framework here. Money and ego
prevailed in his relationship with the
Germans, whereas when working with
the British he probably sought the ex-
citement associated with this clandes-
tine activity and wanted to put himself
forward. On the other hand, coercion
soon became the rule in his relationship
with the British authorities, who forced
him to continue working for them. At
no time did ideology come into play,
a factor which is the best guarantee of
a sources reliability. Snow was never
seen as a reliable asset. The first stage of
Snow’s activities came to an end in Sep-
tember 1939, when Snow’s operations
reached unprecedented levels, making
him the first British double agent of the
Second World War.

On 3 September 1939, the UK de-
clared war on Germany. The secret ser-
vices had decided that Snow would be
imprisoned for espionage. He contact-

15 NA/KV/2/445, letter from Snow (who signs “Johnny”, the nickname the Germans gave him) to ‘Dr.

Rantzau’, his German handler, 7 October 1937.

16 NA/KV/2/446, report of Mrs Snow’s testimony (18 August 1939) to the Special Branch of the Met-

ropolitan Police.

17 NA/KV/2/446, letter to Hinchley-Cooke, 24 March 1939.
18 West, Nigel, Roberts, Madoc, Snow. The Double Life of a World War II Spy, London, Biteback, 2011,

locations 233 and 362 (Kindle edition).

19 Among others in Burkett, Randy, “An Alternative Framework for Agent Recruitment: From MICE
to RASCLS”, Studies in Intelligence, vol. 57, no. 1, pp.7-17, 2013.
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ed them and a meeting was organised
on September 4th at Waterloo station.
Snow wanted to give further informa-
tion to his British contacts, but they im-
mediately arrested him and he was sent
to Wandsworth Prison®* . The house
where he was staying was searched and
a radio transmitter was found. It had
been buried in the garden to conceal
its presence®' . The British thought that
Snow could be an asset and, despite the
risks, they finally decided to treat him
as a double agent in his own right, and
to allow him to communicate with the
Germans as if he were not under British
control.

The first test took place on 8
September. On this occasion, Snow
blew a fuse while manipulating the
transmitter. The next day, the Brit-
ish finally managed to send their first
message : “All ready. Have repaired
radio. Send instructions. Now await-
ing reply”™ . Snow gave contradicto-
ry answers to his British interrogators
about the procedure for communicat-
ing with the Germans, which fuelled
their suspicions” . He was initially crit-
icised for his lack of cooperation, but
after some veiled threats he seemed to

change his attitude** . On 11 September,
he was transferred to Kingston police
station. The archival record of this move
contains Snow’s real surname, which
the staft preparing the documents for
declassification normally erase. His
surname, Owens, is therefore revealed*
. The code name assigned to him by the
British, Snow, is a partial anagram of his
surname. Gradually, the British gained
confidence in Snow, and in mid-Sep-
tember they decided to allow him to
travel to Holland to meet his German
contacts® . However Snow and his lov-
er, Lily, were under surveillance?.

An incident almost put a pre-
mature end to Snow’s activities. In May
1940, he was invited to rendezvous with
his Abwehr handler, Ritter, in the North
Sea. Owens was accompanied by a new
recruit, “BISCUIT”. During the trawler
trip, the two men became increasingly
suspicious of each other. In this climate
of suspicion, BISCUIT panicked, im-
prisoned Snow, and ordered the boat
to turn back. To justify their absence at
the agreed place and date, they gave the
excuse of meteorological difficulties® .
The Germans expressed some doubts

20 NA/KV/2/446, letter from the Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police, 6 September 1939.

21 Ibid.

22 West, Nigel, Roberts, Madoc, op. cit, location 818.

23 Ibid, location 818.

24 NA/KV/2/446, report on “Snow”, dated early September 1939.
25 NA/KV/2/446, report on “Snow” by T.A. Robertson, 14 September 1939.

26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.

28 Andrew, Christopher, op. cit, pp. 248-249. Masterman, John Cecil, The Double Cross System in the
War of 1939 to 1945, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1972, pp.42-44. ].C. Master-
man played an active role in the control of Snow. He became the chairman of the Twenty
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but finally seemed convinced. This ep-
isode illustrates the difficulties inherent
in the cooperation of several double
agents. However, such associations are
common in the case of Snow, which is
contrary to the elementary rules of se-
curity for spies. Shortly afterwards, an-
other trip with a double agent dealt a
fatal blow to Snow’s activities. In each
case, the agent’s true allegiance, and
suspicions about it, led to potentially
tragic developments.

In October 1940, in order to
ensure that Snow could continue to
communicate with the Germans, his
handlers decided he should leave Lon-
don, in the context of the blitz. Rather
cynically, ].H. Marriott, the officer who
suggested this move, explained that it
would prevent “Snow’s wireless trans-

mitter [from] being destroyed in an air
raid”*.

Although Snow was a crucial
source of information, doubts about his
honesty were never fully resolved. Reg-
ularly, new incidents alerted his British
handlers. A letter to Robertson, Snow’s
handler, announced a final twist on 21
March 1941 : the Germans had discov-
ered that Snow was operating under
British control, which he confessed to
when they told him of their suspicions
in Lisbon®:

Committee established to supervise double agents from January 1941.
29 NA/KV/2/449, letter from J.H. Marriott, 1 October 1940.
30 NA/KV/2/449, letter to T.A. Robertson, 21 March 1941.
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On his return to the UK after
his fateful stay in Portugal, Snow was
subjected to multiple interrogations,
during which MI5 officers repeatedly
asked him to explain the exact circum-
stances in which the Germans revealed
to him that they knew of his connec-
tion to the British. His entire stay was

31

the subject of extensive questioning,
to which Snow answered at length,
but in a confused and contradictory
manner. The British did not know if
they could trust him. Many things re-
mained unclear despite the long inter-
views. The British were not even sure
this confrontation had actually taken

31 NA/KV/2/449, letter to T.A. Robertson, 21 March 1941.
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place. Indeed, Snow claimed to have
warned “Celery”, another double agent
who was with him in Lisbon, that the
Germans knew about his collaboration
with the British. But the details provid-
ed by Snow as to the circumstances of
this discussion were very vague, and he
never gave the same answer to his in-
terrogators. Celery denied that Snow
had warned him that the Germans
knew about this double-dealing®>. Cel-
ery and Snow constantly accused the
other of treason. This caused deep con-
cern for the British. All the other dou-
ble agents who had been in contact with
them were potentially compromised.
Snow did not give a clear answer to help
determine if the Germans suspected the
other double agents. If the British asked
them to “feed” the Germans with disin-
formation about the strategy of the Al-
lies, this might backfire on the Allies at
a time when a German invasion of Brit-
ain was feared. There is much evidence
to suggest that Snow’s account of this
Abwehr interview was unfounded. How
else can we explain that, without exten-
sive interrogation, the Germans agreed
to believe him, and even entrusted him
with 10,000 pounds and sabotage mate-
rial before he left Portugal®’? MI5 ofhi-
cer J.H. Marriott concluded his account
of one of Snow’s interrogations with the
following sentence, a clear indication
of his annoyance: “I am more than ever

convinced that Snow’s is a case not for
the Security Service, but for a brain spe-
cialist™*.

MI5 was unable to decide on
Snow’s future, and decided to call in a
doctor to get an opinion on his medi-
cal condition, which he regularly com-
plained about, but also on the patient’s
mental disposition. The clinician took
Snow for an X-ray to see if his ailments
were real. The result was clear: there
seemed to be no medical ground for
Snow’s complaints, but more impor-
tantly, the doctor’s verdict was that
Snow “[...] was a consummate liar and
that his word could not be trusted in
anything that he said [...] he would try
to deceive us in any way that suited his
purpose”®. This judgement seems to go
beyond a strictly medical framework.
After these lengthy investigations, MI
5 decided to incarcerate Snow. On 10
April 1941, T.A. Robertson and his
colleague ].C. Masterman asked him
to send a message to the Germans, ex-
plaining that his psychological state and
his health forced him to stop his activ-
ity’® . Coded German radio communi-
cations, in particular a message sent by
Ritter and deciphered by the British, re-
vealed the German authorities’ disbelief
in Snow’s sudden illness, and proved
that they suspected he was not telling
them the whole truth?.

32 NA/KV/2/450, interrogation of Snow and Celery.
33 NA/KV/2/450, interrogation of Snow, 31 March 1941.
34 NA/KV/2/450, “Note on the Interrogation of Snow” by J.H. Marriott, 3 April 1941.

35 NA/KV/2/450, letter dated 18 April 1941.

36 NA/KV/2/450, interrogation of Snow by Major Robertson and Captain Masterman on 10 April

1941.

37 NA/KV/2/450, transcript of a German communication between Cyrenaica and Hamburg dated 1
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A report on Snow dated 31
July 1941 gives yet another interpre-
tation of what happened. In it, Snow’s
German handler Ritter stated that on
arriving in Lisbon Snow had doubts
about the reliability of Celery, whom
he suspected of being a British intel-
ligence agent®. Snow was finally put
in prison on 23 April 1941%* . Howev-
er, the twists and turns did not stop
there. In August 1941, MI5 learned
from a fellow prisoner that Snow was
trying to escape, and that his prepara-
tions were well under way thanks to the
complicity of one of the guards*. Mea-
sures were taken to thwart these plans.
When Ritter fell into Allied hands after
the German surrender, he was interro-
gated and stated in 1946 that he knew
from the events in Lisbon that Snow was
serving the British but took no action*!
. This would confirm Snow’ account.
However, Ritter’s son-in-law main-
tained after his death that these confes-
sions were probably false and intended
to portray him in a favourable light to
the victors in order to secure him le-
nient treatment”. None of the three
main protagonists of this incident offers
a definitive authoritative version.

Throughout Snow’s period of
operation, the UK’s military prospects
were highly uncertain. For example, in
early 1941, its inhabitants still feared
that their island would be invaded by the
Germans®. The British planners there-
fore defined procedures to be put in
place in this eventuality, under the code
name “Hegira”. They decided that should
this situation arise, an MI5 officer, Mr
Marriott, would take “Mrs Snow and
the baby” to Wales. “Mrs Snow” actually
referred to Snow’s lover Lily Bade, not
his wife. Snow’s adult son from his first
marriage would also be taken to Wales.
He was aware of his father’s activities.
All incriminating documents would be
destroyed and the transmitter would be
taken to Wales in the hope of continuing
communications with the Germans. In
the event of their capture by the enemy,
Marriott and his colleague Reed were
instructed to take “all necessary steps”
to ensure that Lily and Snow’s son did
not fall into German hands* . Similar
instructions were given for other double
agents. Christopher Andrew, one of the
UK’s leading intelligence experts who
has had exceptional access to classified
material, points out that this is the only
known occasion when a director of MI5

»

June 1941. The page is marked, “Top Secret U. Snow”, “U” being a symbol for “Ultra’, the result of
the British decryption of the most elaborate Axis codes. “3504” is the code name assigned to Snow

by the Abwehr.

38 West, Nigel, Roberts, Madoc, op. cit, location 3709.
39 NA/KV/2/450, “note on the case of Snow Junior”, 19 August 1941.
40 NA/KV/2/450, report by Captain J.C Masterman, 14 August 1941.
41 West, Nigel, Roberts, Madoc, op. cit, location 4041.

42 Ibid, location 4103.
43 Andrew, Christopher, op. cit. p. 257.

44 NA/KV/2/450, “Orders in the Event of an Invasion”, for Mr Marriott. This typed document bears a

handwritten date: 3 April 1941.
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has condoned such executions; this de-
cision was based on the belief that if a
double agent tried to help the invading
army, he or she could be seen as enemy
combatants® . The invasion never took
place, so these instructions were never
followed. These orders concerning Lily
were reiterated at the end of 1941* .
Summary executions, without trial, of
individuals whose guilt was not proven
(in the case of Lily Bade) were consid-
ered.

The problems raised by Snow’s
activities allowed British officers to
discover how to ensure that such oper-
ations were successful and to draw up
a certain number of rules for carrying
them out. These rules then guided them
in their handling of the other double
agents of the Double Cross network.

The first rule was to remain sus-
picious at all times because a double
agent is likely to change sides. Vigilance
is the order of the day. In December
1939, Snow was warned that his flat
would be under surveillance, as well as
his movements, which he accepted. He
did not mention the reasons why the
British were taking this step, but added
that this would enable them to obtain
information on his German contacts® .
He had often been watched on previous

45 Andrew, Christopher, op. cit. pp. 258-259.

occasions, as in October 1939,

Another principle which was
often emphasised, by both the British
and the Germans, is to ensure that con-
tacts between double agents are kept to
a minimum. Each should only know a
few details about the others* . The files
in the Snow archives show that this rule
was hardly followed. More than a doz-
en other double agents are regularly
mentioned alongside Snow in the MI5
archives. To protect Snow and TATE,
another double agent, the British de-
cided to “eliminate” a third spy called
SUMMER, making the Germans be-
lieve that he had not had time to reveal
any information to the British®. He was
arrested and ceased all exchanges with
the Germans'.

Finally, another example of the
principles which were discovered or re-
discovered through Snow’s handling it
that it is important to ensure that a spy
leads the life he would have if he had
not switched sides. For example, British
officers asked Snow to travel to collect
information requested by the Germans,
even when it was given to him by his
British handlers. This was a security
measure to ensure that he was prepared
to give convincing answers to any ques-
tions about his intelligence sources. He

46 NA/KV/4/211, “Orders in the Event of an Invasion”, for Mr Marriott. This typed document bears a

handwritten date: 3 December 1941.

47 NA/KV/2/446 letter dated 2 December 1939 with no signature.
48 NA/KV/2/446, report dated 25 October 1939, on the watch on Snow organised by the Special

Branch of the Metropolitan Police.

49 NA/KV/2/449, report dated 15 January 1941 signed by J.C. Masterman.

50 Ibid.
51 Masterman, John Cecil, op. cit. pp. 50-52.

122



Double Agent Snow: The Beginnings of the Double Cross Network

went near several airfields; however, the
information he obtained was subject to
approval by the British authorities be-
fore being passed on to the Germans™.

Snow’s career as a double agent
raised many questions among MI5 of-
ficers. In order not to reveal to the Ger-
mans that he was under British control,
Snow had to provide them with infor-
mation as if he were operating normal-
ly in the UK. This information could
be risky from a military point of view,
with potential loss of life. For example,
Snow’s German handlers asked him for
weather information. Nowadays it is
hard to imagine that a lot of data that
is immediately available to us, thanks
to the media and the Internet, was dif-
ficult to obtain at the time. Weather
conditions belong to this category. It
may seem irrelevant in a military con-
text, but in fact it is crucial information
which is necessary to direct aircraft and
missiles towards their targets and to
determine whether they can fly at all.
Snow received detailed questionnaires
on everything from meteorology to the
composition of bomber squadrons>
. The dilemma was even greater when
the Germans asked for data on a spe-
cific city in preparation for an air at-
tack. How could it be protected without
compromising the agent? What answer
should be given?

For the sake of credibility, it
was decided that the meteorological
information to be provided to Snow
should not come from a meteorolog-
ical expert, but rather from a simple
observer. The files dating from Oc-
tober 1939 are proof that the details
given to the Germans were not lim-
ited to this type of data. For example,
his handlers prepared information on
troop movements™ , as well as precise
details of British airfields® . To be cred-
ible, the information provided by the
different agents had to be consistent.
Some data was considered too sensitive
to be communicated to the Germans.
Thus, in October 1940, it was decided
that it was not possible to answer the
Germans’ questions about the bridges
crossing the Royal Military Canal® in
the south-east of England. It is however
essential that an agent should provide
enough credible or true information to
be believed by his handlers without re-
vealing that he has betrayed them. In
December 1939, Snow was reprimand-
ed by Nikolaus Ritter, his German han-
dler, because the weather data he had
provided was unsatisfactory’.

The problems with Snow were
recurrent. After a stay in Holland in
September 1939, Snow went to Brus-
sels in October. He came back with
several detonators hidden in a piece of

52 NA/KV/2/446, report of an interview with Snow, no date or signature, dated mid-November 1939.

53 NA/KV/2/449, letter dated 5 October 1940.

54 NA/KV/2/446, note by T.A. Robertson dated 11 October 1939.

55 NA/KV/2/446, note by T.A. Robertson dated 15 October 1939.

56 NA/KV/2/449, note dated 1 October 1940, unsigned.

57 NA/KV/2/446, report of an interview with Snow on 20 December 1939.
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wood, and 470 pounds® . He worked
with another double agent, G.W. The
Germans had indeed asked him to put
them in contact with the Welsh nation-
alist movement, in order to organise
sabotage on British soil. The Germans
offered to train Snow and G.W. in sabo-
tage and intelligence® . The handling of
these two agents obviously created for-
midable dilemmas. How far could their
British handlers go to establish their
credibility?

It took a long time to establish
the procedures for the control of agents.
In December 1940 and January 1941,
more than a year after Snow’ activi-
ties had begun, measures were taken to
ensure that the section that controlled
double agents, MI5’s Bla branch (which
worked closely with MI6), could coop-
erate smoothly with the other branches
which were involved. The Twenty Com-
mittee was set up in order to have the
supportofthehighestauthoritiesin Brit-
ish civilian and military intelligence. Its
mission was as follows: through it, Bla
could be allowed to give information to
the Germans and the Directors of In-
telligence sought its help to mislead the
enemy® . The choice of the term “Twen-
ty Committee” is linked to the name of
the network, “Double Cross” In Ro-
man numerals, the double cross, “XX”,
means twenty, which gave the commit-

tee its name. The first meeting was held
in January 1941, and thereafter it met
weekly. The issues to be dealt with were
indeed both numerous and urgent.
Masterman, the head of this operation,
claimed there was “harmonious col-
laboration between a large number of
different services and departments”™®'.

Despite all the risks, the benefits
were enormous. Snow gained invalu-
able information about the enemy’s
methods. He revealed the methods used
by the German services to send instruc-
tions to their spies by reducing an entire
page of text to a tiny dot using “micro-
photography” and then hiding this dot,
for example, on the back of a stamp®,
or within an innocuous-looking doc-
ument. Through Snow, the British ob-
tained valuable information about the
codes that the Abwehr had asked him
to use® . The pre-war interviews which
the British services conducted with
Snow also revealed deep flaws in the
UK’s preparation for a potential war
and in the preparation of its secret ser-
vices. Snow revealed that the Germans
knew that “Major Kennedy” had helped
British intelligence discover a spy.
He revealed that the Germans had a
great deal of information about Brit-
ish military forces® . Archival records
show the interest of the officers in the
information given by Snow when he

58 NA/KV/4/185, Guy Liddell’s diary, entry for 26 October 1939.
59 NA/KV/4/185, Guy Liddell’s diary, entry for 27 October 1939.
60 “Traffic and deception, note dated 21 July 1942, TNA KV 4/213.

61 Masterman, John Cecil, op. cit, p. 65.

62 NA/KV/4/185, diary of Guy Liddell, entries for 27 and 31 October 1939.
63 NA/KV/2/445, Snow interrogation, 24 September 1938.
64 NA/KV/2/445, report on an interview with Snow on 28 September 1938.
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told them, in September 1938, that he
would be notified of the first British
towns to be bombed so that he could
provide the Germans with the coordi-
nates of the power stations and steel-
works. A large handwritten line runs
along this entire paragraph of the in-
terrogation report, emphasising the
attention that was paid to it. Such in-
formation could help limit the loss of
life and property, by strengthening the
defences of the intended targets, and
by providing false data to the attackers.
However, one had to avoid compromis-
ing one’s agent. This proves how com-
plex the handling of double agents was,
as this document® shows.

After these eventful years, Snow
spent the rest of the war behind bars.
Although the handling of the first dou-
ble agent of such magnitude was not
without its flaws, the Snow case was a
success story. It helped to arrest many
Abwehr spies as soon as they arrived
on British soil. Masterman states that
after the fall of France in 1940, and un-
til 1944, all spies sent by Germany fell
into British hands, and a significant
proportion of them came under British
control® . This was an invaluable asset
for the UK in the context of the war.
The British feared that a Fifth Column
operating on their territory would do
serious harm to the country. British in-
telligence prevented this from happen-
ing. The control of Snow also led to sig-

nificant progress in decrypting German
ciphers: messages sent by Snow to his
handlers were then coded using the
famous Enigma, which led to major
cryptanalytical breakthroughs which
were crucial to the Allies®” . The process
of trial and error in Snow’s handling
allowed the British to discover how to
take advantage of their double agents
throughout the Second World War.
Some of those associated with Snow
were able to continue their activities af-
ter his final arrest, like G.W. who con-
tinued to operate until February 1942,
This proves that MI5 was able to pro-
tect these very special agents as best it
could. The Snow archives show that in
every country, but especially in the UK,
the secret services have always occupied
a special place : the Snow files were only
made public in 2001% , more than fifty
years after the end of the conflict. The
redaction of declassified documents by
the British authorities makes the work
of researchers even more complicated:
names are erased, portions of sentenc-
es and even entire pages are obliterated,
leaving entire spaces empty, to preserve
the secrecy of this world. Ironically,
in 1972 MI5 and SIS even considered
the imprisonment of J. C. Masterman,
the former director of the Twenty
Committee who played such a key role
during the war, when he published The
Double-Cross System, which shed light
on the British double-agent network,

65 NA/KV/2/445, Snow interrogation, 24 September 1938.

66 Masterman, John Cecil, op. cit, p. 6.

67 West, Nigel, Roberts, Madoc, op. cit, location 845.

68 Masterman, John Cecil, op. cit, Appendix 1: “Double-Cross Agents in the United Kingdom”

69 As the catalogue of the National Archives of Kew proves: http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk.
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creating a real historiographical turning silences anyone with a state secret, still

point. The Official Secrets Act, which holds sway.
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