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A good spy is a person who can tell a lie
so convincingly even they believe it.

Anonymous
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INTRODUCTION

This book examines the activities of two ill-fated espionage agents recruited by the German Military Intelligence Service, during the Second World War, both of whom consequently gave their lives in support of Adolf Hitler.

Part One reveals the dramatic story of Karel Richter, a quiet, nondescript, marine engineer who, against all odds, and being unaware that the British had been tipped off about his mission, undertook to carry out a daring German operation to ascertain whether or not one of Hitler’s spies in England, regarded by the Abwehr as being the ‘pearl’ of German agents, had been ‘turned’ by the British and was now operating his transmitter as a double agent. The Germans were very much aware that if this was the case, then every one of their agents in Britain may well have been compromised, and that all their clandestine operations in the U.K. had been a dramatic failure. Richter’s mission was a classic piece of German espionage and an operation that had taken many months and significant resources to launch.

The name of the London-based agent was Wulf Schmidt, code-named Leonhardt or simply Agent 3725 by the Germans, and Tate by the British who had been controlling him as a double agent from the very beginning. While under British control, Schmidt had innocently sent a message of greetings to his handlers in Germany which had caused significant suspicion about the agent’s veracity. It was therefore now necessary for the Abwehr – the German Military Intelligence Service, to check on Schmidt’s authenticity and to do this they planned to test him by inserting another spy into the heart of war-ravaged London.

This was Karel Richter, and it has to be said that Richter was in no way prepared for the dangers and difficulties that lay ahead. In fact, when he landed near the small English village of London Colney in May 1941, he was so unprepared for the mission, or so unwilling to carry it out, that he buried all his equipment, including his transmitter and receiver, his pistol, and even his food supplies, and hid in woodland for two days. Emerging finally to face the perils that lay ahead, or possibly just to escape the country before his mission could even begin, he walked along a lonely road at around ten o’clock that evening. He would remain free for only twenty minutes after coming out of hiding, which was probably a record for gross inefficiency, unpreparedness, or simply an unwillingness to continue with the operation.

Stopping at a telephone kiosk, uncertain what to do or where he should go, but carrying a large sum of money in English and American currency, Richter was arrested by a humble, inexperienced, war reserve police constable. The German espionage mission had resulted in a major failure and embarrassment for the Nazis, but had provided the English with a wealth of counter-intelligence information.

_______

Part Two examines the multifaceted career of Theodore John Schurch, a Swiss/British national who was drawn into the world of espionage through the fanatical rantings of the leaders of an organisation that functioned openly in Britain during the 1930s. This was known as the British Union of Fascists, or more commonly referred to simply as the B.U.F., which came under the auspices of its founder, Sir Oswald Ernald Mosley. Mosley, infamous now in British history, was a former British Army officer who had served gallantly during the First World War. He had also served as a member of the British Parliament and became, after the Second World War, one of the first and most voluble proponents of ‘Holocaust denial’.

It was men like Mosley, and also Sir Archibald Maude Ramsay, another member of parliament, and founder of the equally notorious Right Club, who wanted to see Hitler in full control of the whole of Europe and Britain, and literally to see blood on the streets of London with British politicians swinging lifeless from lampposts.

Schurch was young – just a teenager and easily manipulated when he first became involved with the B.U.F., drawn into the organisation through the charms of one of his attractive female co-workers. He soon became totally immersed in fascist dogma and activities, and believed fervently that Hitler was some kind of saviour.

Theodore Schurch was recruited in London, initially by the Italian Secret Service (S.I.M.), and subsequently joined the British Army, specifically at their request, with the intention of carrying out espionage missions in a variety of forms for both the Italians and Germans. Working subsequently for both S.I.M. and the Abwehr in North Africa and Italy, Schurch’s long history of treasonable activities and espionage was extensive, colourfully duplicitous, and successful. However, in the end, he, like so many other secret agents who worked against the Allied cause, would end his life swinging ignominiously from the end of a hangman’s rope at London’s Pentonville Prison.

_______


PART ONE

KAREL RICHTER

CHAPTER 1

A SPY CALLED TATE

On the night of 19 September, 1940, a black-painted, low-flying German aircraft, engines throttled back to reduce both its speed and noise, flew over the darkened English countryside above the village of Willingham in Cambridgeshire. It was a black night, made even darker by cloud, and the pilot, Karl ‘Egward’ Gartenfeld, a highly experienced aviator with a record for clandestine missions, realised that he was somewhat off course. However, despite this error, he ordered his passenger, a Danish national named Wulf Schmidt to prepare to jump. For Schmidt, this was a moment he had been training for, but one he also feared.1.

Schmidt knew that dropping into the inky blackness would not only bring him into grave danger, possibly resulting in his capture and death, but also that he was now leaving everything behind ‒ his friends and family, all those he loved, and that even if he survived this drop into the night, and then also survived the war, his chances of seeing his family and home again were slim.

Taking a deep breath, and clutching his bulky equipment, including the transmitter and receiver strapped to his chest, Schmidt clenched his teeth and launched himself into the dark unknown.

_______

While it might appear strange to begin the story of one spy with the activities of another, the saga of Karel Richter – the subject of this chapter, is interwoven closely with the career of Wulf Schmidt. Essentially, Schmidt was to become Richter’s nemesis. Schmidt was basically the sole reason why Richter would later be despatched to the U.K. For the Abwehr nests at Hamburg in Germany and The Hague in Holland, the fate of these two men were crucial to the success, or otherwise, of the entire German espionage operation in the U.K. at that time.

Wulf Dietrich Christian Schmidt, under the British cover-name of Tate, would play a dramatic and historic role in British counter-intelligence during almost the entire war. However, he was not actually a German, although his father, William Schmidt a lawyer, was of German descent. Wulf had been born on 7 December, 1911, at the town of Aabenraa in Denmark. Wulf ’s mother, Helene, was Danish.2.

Wulf Schmidt was drafted into the Danish Army in 1931, subsequently becoming a cavalry officer and serving in the cities of Randers and Copenhagen. He resigned his commission in 1933 after his father had suggested to him that he should undertake studies in agricultural machinery at Zeesen in Germany. However, after just two days of study the father of one of his friends offered Schmidt a job shipping cattle to Argentina. Schmidt was excited about the offer, and the challenge of working in South America, and accepted the position, leaving in July 1933. For the following two years he worked at various jobs as an inspector and controller on cattle farms, but in 1935, reportedly for health reasons, Schmidt decided to return home. After three months in Buenos Aires, he arrived at Berlin in April 1936.3.

By this time Wulf Schmidt’s mother had died and his father had remarried. All the money owned by the second wife was invested in Berlin so it was there the family now resided.

Wulf Schmidt at this time was offered a place in an agricultural university course. However, while later visiting his grandmother in Denmark he heard of a new job opportunity and managed to obtain work with a German firm in the ‘Cameroons’ (known since independence more simply as Cameroon), Central Africa, which required him to become a member of the Danish branch of the National Socialist German Workers’ (Nazi) Party. ‘This, being an ardent admirer of the party, he did without hesitation,’ Schmidt’s top secret MI5 file would later reveal, ‘and after completing the course at university he sailed to Cameroon in October 1936.’4.

In Cameroon, Schmidt worked as a foreman on the company’s banana plantations. He returned to Germany in 1939, having spent about two years in Africa. It was now his intention to return to Argentina, but by that time borders were closing and Schmidt experienced much difficulty obtaining the necessary visas. Finally, he gave up and returned to Cameroon, although while in Germany he had taken part in numerous Nazi activities and, therefore, it would appear that he had been willing to embrace fascist ideology.5.

In March 1940 Schmidt returned to Hamburg where he applied for registration and an identity card. In doing so he came into contact with an Abwehr official who said that his name was ‘Dr Schultz’ (reported as Scholz in most MI5 files), adding that Scholz would be keen to meet him and learn all about his international travels and experiences. A meeting was arranged and Schmidt met with Scholz at the Phoenix Hotel in Hamburg – one of the port’s key meeting places for Abwehr agents at that time.

Scholz, of course, was delighted to meet with someone who was not only a willing Nazi but also clever and well-travelled, although it has to be said that, initially, at least, Scholz appeared to be rather more interested in what Schmidt had seen during his travels rather than what he had done. He was particularly keen to glean information about the various ports Schmidt had visited.

Wulf Schmidt later stated that Scholz asked him to write a detailed account of his experiences and Schmidt agreed. He subsequently returned with the document, placing it into Scholz’s box at the Phoenix Hotel.

Some time later, while visiting his sister at Lütjenburg, near Lübeck, Schmidt received a personal telephone call which was answered by his sister. However, by the time he got to the phone the caller had hung up.

Schmidt wasted no time in tracing the call back to the general commandant’s office in Hamburg. He was mystified. Why were the military authorities attempting to call him? Schmidt later recalled that two days later another call came through from Hamburg. It was from Scholz who asked Schmidt to return to Hamburg for a meeting, adding that his travelling costs and hotel bills would be paid for him.6.

Schmidt agreed and met with Scholz at the Phoenix Hotel. On this occasion Scholz took possession of Schmidt’s passport and asked him to remain at the hotel for a few days.7.

Soon afterwards Scholz made a proposition to Schmidt that he should take a position with a Danish firm in England, and upon returning to Germany he would be required to provide Scholz with a report detailing everything he had learned while there. He was told that while in England the Danish company would pay for his time, and if he returned with any particularly interesting information Scholz would also pay him.8.

Quite obviously this was an invitation for Schmidt to become a spy, and Schmidt, apparently, had no qualms about agreeing. However, this plan was abandoned following the successful implementation of Operation Weserübung – the German occupation of Denmark, which took place on 9 April, 1940.

Scholz suggested that Schmidt could now go to Spain, with basically the same mission. The Abwehr was keen to establish both Spain and Portugal as launching points for spies travelling to the U.K. However, Schmidt refused the assignment, stating that it did not appeal to him.9.

Scholz then made another offer – to send Schmidt to Belgium. From there he would be required to send information to Germany on troops movements, the morale of the Belgian population and the country’s food situation. Information would be sent to Scholz through a cover-address in Hamburg.

It was during this period that Schmidt received instruction on how to use secret ink. ‘It smelt sweet like dental mouthwash,’ he later commented. ‘They told me to write on the back of a letter in block letters.’10.

However, despite the espionage training and the fact that Scholz was paying all his expenses, Schmidt was losing interest. He later stated, ‘I was rather tired of all this by then and told Dr Schultz [sic] and he eventually said that the Belgian trip was also cancelled.’11.

Schmidt now guessed that his mission had been cancelled because Belgium might soon to be invaded by Germany. When he told Scholz of his theory Scholz resolutely took a revolver from his pocket and laid it threateningly on the table, telling Schmidt that he was not to mention that comment to anyone. ‘A few days later Belgium was invaded,’ Schmidt later told MI5. (10-28 May, 1940)12.

Wulf Schmidt then cast around for other employment, even placing an advertisement in a newspaper, to which he received several replies and a job offer. However, when Scholz learned of this he admonished Schmidt, stating that Schmidt had already received a significant amount of money from the Abwehr and that there was to be no pulling out now.13.

In May, 1940, while the invasion of the Netherlands was taking place, Schmidt was sent to Denmark. He had left his homeland to work on farms in far away Argentina and Cameroon, but was now returning home as a spy. His task was to provide information about Danish factories, and specifically to discover if the factories were changing their operations to manufacture war materiel. He had also been instructed to research which firms had connections to the U.K. He was additionally ordered to identify which shipping companies had its ships in British service and the names of those ships. He was also tasked with contacting sailors and questioning them about what they had seen in various ports. Evidently, this was no small mission. Schmidt, a novice spy, had been handed a major espionage task.14.

As may be expected, given the fact that Wulf Schmidt had no experience in espionage activities and had received only rudimentary training, this Danish mission was not successful, but his infiltration into the country could have been cut from any classic spy novel.

On 23 May, 1940, a year before Karel Richter would land in an English field, Schmidt met with Dr Scholz, who was then wearing the uniform of a lieutenant. This was the first time that Schmidt had seen Scholz in uniform. The two travelled by train in separate compartments to Flensburg, on the German-Danish border, where Schmidt was handed over to a German intelligence officer named Lieutenant Utorff and given 700 kroner for expenses. Scholz then returned to Hamburg.

Schmidt later told MI5 officers that he went with Utorff in a car to the Danish-German frontier. They stopped on the main road before proceeding on foot to a ditch which marked the frontier. Here they met a man who was the owner of a local farm. Schmidt was told that this man was named Max. His farm was situated right on the German/Danish border and Schmidt spent the night there.15.

The following morning this Danish farmer took him into the town of Aabenraa, in southern Denmark where Schmidt met several members of his own family – his grandmother lived in a large mansion in the region. Two days later he travelled to Copenhagen with the intention of attempting, at least, to obtain the information the Germans required on the Danish factories. He was, however, unsuccessful. He returned to his grandmother’s house at Aabenraa and met with Scholz and his superior – an officer named ‘Werner’, who asked him to try again. They gave him a month, telling him that they would then meet again. (This ‘Werner’ was, almost certainly, Julius Boeckel, an Abwehr handler who sometimes went under that name and who would subsequently recruit Karel Richter. See Chapter 2).16.

By now, of course, Schmidt was fully aware that the tasks he had been requested to carry out were virtually impossible. ‘It was a hopeless business,’ he later wrote. He also ran out of money. He requested more through a contact and cover-address he had been given.

Schmidt received his funding but over the course of the following weeks it seemed clear to everyone involved that he was never going to be able to accomplish his mission successfully.

On 18 July, 1940, Schmidt received a letter asking him to meet again with Scholz at Aabenraa, and when the meeting took place Scholz asked him if he would be prepared to go to England on a top secret mission. Schmidt was told that if he carried out this mission successfully he would be rewarded with a good job in the colonies after the war, plus the sum of 5000 marks. In the event of his death, Schmidt’s sister would receive 10,000 marks in compensation.17.

Schmidt then undertook a significant amount of training. ‘I met Dr Scholz at the Phoenix and was told by him that the first thing I had to do was to take a course to learn Morse,’ Schmidt later told MI5. Scholz did not say at that time why he needed Schmidt to learn Morse-code, but it was fairly obvious that he was to be a spy equipped with a transmitter. Scholz told Schmidt to see a man named Petersen that same afternoon and that Petersen would be his radio instructor.18.

Petersen was known to MI5 as an expert radio technician who had once worked as a ship’s wireless operator. He was described as being of slight build, aged about thirty years with parted brown hair, a sunburned complexion and glasses. He worked from a one-roomed office at, according to MI5 files, 11 Stcehelhorn close to the harbour at Hamburg. (The name ‘Stcehelhorn’ has also been given in Schmidt’s files as ‘Stockelhorn’, both of which may have been a misspelling for Steckelhörn).19.

Schmidt was also told that he would meet another man with whom he would be training. This was Gösta Caroli, code-named Summer, a former breeder of silver foxes in Canada who had subsequently gone bankrupt.20.

Caroli was now working as a travel writer and journalist who had been employed by the notorious Nazi propaganda newspaper, Hamburger Tageblatt, based at Hamburg.

Gösta Caroli was actually an experienced spy who, in 1938 and 1939, had already carried out at least two missions for the Abwehr, both in the Birmingham region. He was, therefore, one of the earliest Nazi spies to have worked successfully in England. This man was also staying at the Phoenix Hotel but Schmidt was warned that he should not become too friendly with him, nor should he be seen too often in Caroli’s company.21.

Schmidt met with Petersen who introduced him to Caroli. The meeting was short but Petersen was pleased to discover that Schmidt knew something about Morse. It was arranged that Schmidt and Caroli would begin lessons the following morning. They were to meet with Petersen at an underground rail station and would then be taken to another address where the training would take place.22.

While later being questioned by MI5, Schmidt also added the interesting comment that: ‘At the hotel Summer [Caroli] and I had adjoining rooms, and as our rooms were connected up with a buzzer each, we were supposed to spend much time buzzing each other. Often we kept at it until after midnight.’23.

Schmidt in training, proved himself to be willing and capable. When later acting as a double agent for MI5 he would be one of the best. ‘He sends very good Morse, clean stuff and quite fast,’ an MI5 report would later claim. ‘He has even increased his speed by judicious practice on the receiver as he has become enthusiastic. … [Schmidt] is able to read the reply station through quite a lot of interference. … it is the mark of a good operator.’24.

On 26 August, 1940, (also reported as 25 August) accompanied by another Abwehr officer, Major Nicholaus Ritter – the officer responsible for recruiting spies for operations in England and the U.S. – Schmidt was taken from Hamburg in a chauffeur-driven car to the headquarters of the Eins Luft (Referat IL) in Brussels, having now been issued with, ‘… a rather heavy wireless apparatus which was handed over at the General Kommando [Abwehr HQ] in Hamburg.’25.

The group arrived at Brussels the next day, following a night at Werden where Ritter had spent the night at his home.

From there, the following day, they travelled to Paris where Schmidt was to be introduced to the Luftwaffe officer, Oberleutnant Karl Gartenfeld, who would be the pilot of the aircraft used to drop Schmidt by parachute into England. However, due to a misunderstanding, Ritter and Schmidt were unable to meet with the Gartenfeld who had actually travelled to Brussels that day. Schmidt was due to take off on his mission that night, therefore the group returned to Brussels.26.

However, weather conditions were not then favourable and the mission was delayed. The weather aspect was crucial to the success of the operation and it had become even more crucial because of Schmidt’s radio transceiver. As MI5 later reported, ‘The radio apparatus with which [Schmidt] had been provided in Hamburg was so heavy that it would have to be dropped by a separate parachute. To do this, the plane would apparently have to come down to a height of 500 metres, so that low cloud was necessary.’27..

In fact Schmidt’s equipment would eventually consist of two separate pieces of equipment, a receiver and transmitter, the transmitter being smaller than usual and contained in a second case. MI5 would later comment on this:

This is the first time that we have seen a small transmitter in its own case. He [Schmidt] said that he had asked that the transmitter and receiver should be supplied because he could carry his apparatus in two parts and not fear a bad crash on landing from his parachute. It is to be noted that his foresight in doing so prevented him from becoming a casualty. … The box in which he brought his receiver is rather a queer contraption, being an unusual shape and covered in red leatherette. It is very conspicuous and quite obviously he would not be able to walk around the country with it, but then as his intention was to hide it and only use his transmitter when no one was watching he probably could have got away with it.28.

It had been Schmidt’s own initiative which had brought about the switch from the old ZBV transmitter to a more modern type with separate transmitter and receiver, having seen units suitable for his needs in one of the Abwehr radio rooms. After some difficulties in making the changeover this had been arranged through Hamburg.

Summer, [Gösta Caroli] the agent with whom Schmidt had trained at Hamburg, and who would later betray him, subsequently described Schmidt’s radio apparatus to MI5. He said that the receiver was very small and, in order to protect it from damage during the drop it was packed in air-cushions, strapped to his chest, which could be manually inflated. The transmitter was a lot larger and packed in a brown leather case.29.

On 30 August, 1940, Wulf Schmidt was taken to the airport and given instructions on how to release his parachute. This, quite astonishingly, was the only training he was to receive on jumping from an aircraft. Schmidt had attempted to talk to the pilot, Karl Gartenfeld about this, but Gartenfeld lived elsewhere and, in any case, Schmidt had found him to be, ‘pointedly distant’.30.

Gösta Caroli, also now ready to be launched into his mission, was flown by Gartenfeld to England on the night of 5/6 September, 1940. Wulf Schmidt went to the airport to see him off, never realising that Caroli would be captured almost immediately and that he would also quickly betray him.

Caroli landed close to a farm in Northamptonshire. His landing would be traumatic, proving that the Germans were being particularly lapse in not providing their agents with even the basics of parachute training. Parachuting from an aircraft at night, of course, was in itself a perilous business, but the landing was the point in the proceedings when most of them would be injured to some degree. However, the Germans were not giving their spies the simple training which would allow them to land safely. Such training could easily have been carried out at any military facility and not even have involved an aircraft. All that would have been required were high platforms from which to jump, and harnesses attached to rubberised tension-lines to imitate a parachute landing. Such training might have saved many missions and prevented injuries or deaths.

Upon landing in Northamptonshire, Gösta Caroli was rendered unconscious by the heavy impact. When he recovered he was able to crawl to a ditch where he lay on his parachute for the night while attempting to recover. He was soon discovered, taken into custody and sent to Latchmere House, the MI5 interrogation centre at Ham Common in London, also known as Camp 020. The next day, 7 September, 1940, under the usual intense questioning, with equally usual threats of prosecution leading to mandatory execution, Caroli confessed everything.

Caroli stated that he was a German spy and gave an account of everything he knew of the Abwehr and of Wulf Schmidt, telling MI5 that Schmidt would be landing in England within days. However, it has to be said that he gave up Schmidt’s name reluctantly, feeling the guilt of betrayal deeply, and he did so only after being assured that, when captured, Schmidt would not be executed. Additionally, Caroli agreed to work as a double agent, and MI5 allocated him the cover-name of Summer.31.

Meanwhile, on 17 September, 1940, while still at Brussels, Wulf Schmidt was issued with his British ration book and registration card and filled them in according to instructions. Quite clearly the mission would soon be launched.

Two days later, on 19 September, Schmidt was told by the pilot, Karl Gartenfeld, that they would be leaving that night.

Before leaving on their respective missions, Gösta Caroli and Wulf Schmidt had agreed to meet at a later date somewhere in England to compare notes and give support to one another if necessary. This had been additional information revealed to MI5 during one of the many interrogations Caroli had undergone at Latchmere House. Officers of MI5 were delighted to know of this proposed meeting. If they were unable to locate and arrest Schmidt beforehand, they would very much be ready to pounce when he turned up for the meeting.

In providing a description of Wulf Schmidt to MI5, Caroli had stated that Schmidt had been issued the cover-name of Leonhardt by the Germans, although he himself would always refer to him as ‘Leonardo da Vinci’. He described Schmidt as being, ‘… a dainty little figure – small – tiptop in clothes – could be anything, not like a German necessarily: … drinks and smokes Gold Flake cigarettes,’ and that he was due to be dropped somewhere north of London but did not know exactly where.32.

Although they could not know it at the time, with four years of war still stretching ahead, Caroli’s decision to give up Schmidt was one of the greatest Allied achievements of the war, because Schmidt, as double agent Tate, would be instrumental in assisting the Allies to bring about some of the greatest deceptions and successes of the entire conflict.

An MI5 memo on these events subsequently stated: ‘Tate [Schmidt] is under the same general instructions as Summer and will be dropped roughly in the same locality. There is a private arrangement between Summer and Leonhardt [Tate (Schmidt)] to meet outside the Black Boy [Inn] at Northampton on the 20th of the month, and if the rendezvous was not kept on that day … [then] ten days later. The question of … Tate’s present whereabouts are still a mystery. Intercepted wireless messages suggest that Tate has not yet been landed in this country, though indications are not conclusive on this point.’33.

Before leaving on his mission Wulf Schmidt was told that his handlers would expect to receive messages from him about eight or ten days after his arrival in the U.K. He was ordered to find somewhere within the Cambridge-Bedford-London triangle and to operate from there, whether it be a hotel or rooming house. It would not be necessary for him to send messages every night. It was important that he move around, to prevent detection. If anything went wrong he was to send a postcard to a woman named Daisy Lopez in Lisbon, Portugal, stating that his wireless was broken. If the Germans received such a message through Daisy they would not expect to hear from him again.34.

The aircraft took off at 9 o’clock that evening, 19 September. According to Schmidt’s account of the affair which he revealed during his later interrogation, there had been just the pilot, Karl Gartenfeld, and Schmidt himself aboard, and the aircraft had been small. However, there is a major discrepancy in this account because many years later, when interviewed by espionage writer Nigel West, Schmidt stated that the aircraft had been a converted Dornier bomber and the crew had also included one of Gartenfeld’s pilots, Wolfgang Nebel, plus Feldwebel Wagner as radio operator and Feldwebel Suessman as an observer. Unteroffizier Achtelik had assisted Schmidt with his parachute and equipment.35.

They reached their destination an hour and a half later. It had been scheduled that Schmidt should jump farther to the west, but the pilot had made a navigational error and Schmidt jumped close the town of Willingham in Cambridgeshire. It must have been a daunting experience for an untrained person and undoubtedly frightening because not only was Schmidt jumping from an aircraft for the first time, he was also jumping at night and could not have chosen a worse place to land. Close by was a large military base, R.A.F. Oakington, and because of this there was significant anti-aircraft defence infrastructure in the region including barrage balloons and searchlights. It was a miracle that the aircraft had not been shot from the sky, or that Schmidt himself had managed to get through without being seen. Had he been spotted while descending he may have come under small-arms fire at least.

In any event, Schmidt’s landing did not go well and he had to thank luck alone for saving his life. Wind carried him away and he lost control. The parachute became tangled in a telephone line and the line was dragged with him for a while. Schmidt injured a hand and also sprained an ankle. Additionally, his watch had been broken on a strut of the aircraft after he had jumped.

Spending the remainder of the night alone in the field, he waited until daylight to hide his equipment in shallow holes beneath hedges and in a haystack. He then walked, or rather limped, into Willingham to purchase aspirin for the pain he was experiencing in his ankle, and also to replace the broken watch.

Schmidt would later state that he managed to purchase a watch at the local barber’s shop, and some aspirin at the chemist’s store. He went into the newsagent and bought a copy of The Times, before going to the water-pump in the village to bathe his injured ankle with cold water. Afterwards, feeling a little better, he went into a café and ordered breakfast.

All these events in a small English village, where the residents had been warned, as part of a national campaign, to watch for spies, raised a certain amount of suspicion. It wasn’t every day that villagers came upon a stranger in such a small place and especially a stranger who had a foreign accent. Wulf Schmidt’s English was reasonably good, but he had been unable to disguise his Dutch accent which, to most English people, sounds similar to that of a German’s.

Word apparently travelled quickly. That afternoon, while making his way back to the location where he had concealed his radio and other items of equipment, one of the locals asked Wulf Schmidt for his identity card. With suspicions mounting, a member of the Home Guard, a man named Tom Cousins, was called to the scene, and Cousins took Schmidt to the local pub, the Three Tuns, which also served as the headquarters for the region’s Home Guard unit.

At the Three Tuns Schmidt was interrogated by Lieutenant Colonel Langton, commanding officer of the 1st Cambridgeshire Battalion of the Home Guard. Quite clearly Schmidt’s story and papers did not add up and he was soon transferred to the police station at Cambridge where he was questioned more closely. As protocol demanded, the chief constable at Cambridge phoned the regional security liaison officer of MI5 and while awaiting further orders Schmidt was locked up for the night. For Wulf Schmidt, his espionage mission was over before it could begin.36.

Transported to Latchmere House, the following morning, 21 September, 1940, Wulf Schmidt was interrogated for days. For MI5 it was a coup. They knew from Caroli’s statement exactly who had been coming, his nationality, full name, cover-name and even the agent number assigned to him: 3725.

At first Schmidt maintained that he was not a spy and that he had landed by boat from Esbjerg on the east coast of Denmark (given as Esbyjerg in MI5 files) having left there on 7 July and landing at West Hartlepool on the night of 10/11 July. MI5 already knew that he was lying, of course. ‘That’s a lie,’ his interrogator stated coldly. ‘Don’’t come here and tell lies. You might just as well tell me the truth. We know a great deal about you. The sooner you make up your mind to tell me the truth, the better.’37.

Despite being warned that MI5 was well aware of his background, Wulf Schmidt, like Karel Richter, the subject of this story, who would come after him, continued to lie repeatedly, but he was no match for the well-informed MI5 officers.

‘If you don’t wish to speak the truth, we have methods to make you speak the truth which will be very unpleasant for you, because we have complete evidence against you,’ Schmidt was warned. ‘You must make up your mind quickly what you are going to do, because what will happen to you will be something you will never forget. You won’t have much time to remember it,’ his interrogator threatened, hinting without subtlety that afterwards Schmidt’s time might be cut short by the gallows.38.

Exactly how Schmidt was treated at Latchmere House is debatable. The facility has since come in for considerable criticism because of the tactics its staff used to extract information from captured German agents. Major (later Lieutenant Colonel) Robin William George ‘Tin-Eye’ Stephens was something of an amateur psychologist and had a good understanding of what made people tick and how to break them. In fact he later became notorious for it. Stephens was assisted in these endeavours by Dr Harold Dearden, a psychiatrist and physician whose advice was regularly sought by Stephens and his staff.

Embarrassing situations were also sometimes used. It has been reported that Schmidt was made to stand naked while being interrogated and that a female secretary had been present during the interrogation. On at least one occasion Schmidt was physically attacked by an officer named Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Scotland, although Scotland was later removed from such work and transferred overseas.39.

Hour after hour as the interrogations proceeded, Wulf Schmidt continued to weave the lie that he was not a spy, but little-by-little his lies were exposed. When he realised finally that he had been betrayed by his friend, Gösta Caroli, Schmidt’s resistance crumpled. Unaware that Caroli had basically saved his life by insisting on a guarantee that he would not be executed, Schmidt now lost all self-control and cursed his friend, stating that if that was the case, if he had been betrayed in such a way, he would now admit to everything.40.

A later MI5 expedition to recover Schmidt’s equipment found that it included a parachute and harness, flying overalls and helmet, all of which had been hidden in separate places above ground. About a hundred yards away, led by Schmidt himself, MI5 officers discovered the transmitter and batteries hidden in thick brambles at the base of a hedge. In a haystack close by the officers recovered slabs of chocolate, bandages and other items of equipment and supplies.41.

Wulf Schmidt had, of course come to England with everything he would need to carry out his secret mission including the transmitter, a large sum of money in both sterling and U.S. dollars, a British ration book and identity card in a false name and a Danish passport in his own name.

Schmidt’s career and life should, under normal circumstances, have ended there, but MI5 was now in the process of creating its famous double-cross system of agents who would work throughout the war at sending disinformation back to the Germans. Wulf Schmidt, acting under the cover-name of Tate, would undoubtedly become one of the most successful double agents of the war, working continuously for MI5 almost from the time of his capture right through to the end of the conflict in 1945. His value as a double agent was basically incalculable.42.

Schmidt now began adjusting to his new life. If he had once been a supporter of Hitler and National Socialism, he soon lost all desire to back Germany in any way and was determined to assist the Allies with all the knowledge and talent he possessed. He could now see that life in imprisoned Europe was vastly different from life in free Britain. He therefore launched himself unhesitatingly into his new career.

Of course, Schmidt’s handlers in England had to be cautious. Schmidt was a new addition to their counter-intelligence arsenal but still an unproven asset. He would yet have to prove his worth.

Upon agreeing to become a double agent Schmidt was set up, under guard, with his transmitter in a house in north-west London. On 16 October, 1940, not quite a month after landing, he was able to establish contact with the Abwehr in Hamburg. He told his handlers that he was living with some people in the London borough of Barnet and would be operating from there. He later informed the Germans that he had managed to obtain an exemption from military service because he was working on a farm belonging to a friend. Farmers and their workers were exempt from the call-up. He also advised the Abwehr that he had established a relationship with a young woman who worked at the cipher department of one of the British ministries, and that he was able at times to glean intelligence from her. This person was, of course, purely fictitious and a construct of MI5.

Upon learning of this quite extraordinary ‘coup’, Schmidt’s handlers in Germany must have been almost delirious with joy. MI5 later stated: ‘The Germans appear to trust him and his [radio] traffic has been of a fairly high standard. We also have confidence in him and he has recently been moved into a better house in the same district with less supervision. … In November 1941 he spent a few weeks in hospital suffering from a duodenal ulcer, from which he has now recovered.’43.

However, a cautionary note was added to these comments because Schmidt had, in a small way at least, been involved in an escape attempt carried out by Gösta Caroli. Unlike Schmidt, Caroli was not happy with his present situation as a double agent and had attempted unsuccessfully to get away.

At this time Caroli was being held under guard at a secret MI5 building called the Old Parsonage in Hinxton near Cambridge where, during Christmas 1940, Wulf Schmidt had been allowed to visit him. Caroli’s guards at Hinxton were two MI5 intelligence officers named respectively Paulton and Williams.

During the afternoon of 13 January, 1941, Paulton had been playing cards with Caroli. Williams had left the building for reasons unknown, but was probably running a few errands. Suddenly, Caroli attacked Paulton from behind and, using a piece of rope, attempted to strangle him.

Caroli was a strong man, certainly much stronger than Paulton, and it wasn’t long before Paulton was subdued with his hands and feet bound securely. Caroli then rummaged through Paulton’s pockets, and an MI5 safe, taking anything that may have been of assistance to him including his own identity card and seaman’s book which he found in Paulton’s wallet. He then stole a motorbike from one of the sheds, loaded it on one side with a suitcase filled with supplies, added a canvas canoe on the other side, and rode away in a desperate attempt to get to the coast.

Paulton later wrote an account of his experiences at this time in which he stated that he had managed to get hold of a penknife and had cut himself free. He immediately alerted Major C.E. Dixon, the regional security officer in Cambridge. Soon afterwards Dixon arrived and the two men set off to hunt down the escapee.

Gösta Caroli, however, was not to get far, and that was due largely to the fact that he had burdened himself with too much equipment and was also unused to the motorbike.

Dixon would later report that he and Paulton were informed by some locals that they had seen Caroli turning south outside the gates to the Old Parsonage. Dixon quickly turned the car in the same direction. They soon came to a crossroads where a group of road-workers informed them that they had seen a man riding a motorbike with a canvas canoe attached to one side. He had turned onto the Newmarket Road. Dixon and Paulton raced after him. Arriving at Pampisford station, they questioned a man named F. Brown who advised that he had assisted a person who had fallen off a motorbike and that he had helped this person to throw his canoe over a hedge. Apparently the canoe had been making the motorbike unstable. Dixon checked and the canoe was, indeed, on the other side of the hedge.

The two men clambered back into the car and raced on to Newmarket where, in the middle of the town, they came upon the missing motorbike which was then, remarkably, in the possession of a police constable. The constable informed Dixon that the person who ‘owned’ the bike had just surrendered to officers at the police station. They went immediately to the station where they found a completely defeated and dejected Caroli. He had, apparently, experienced problems with the motorbike and it’s likely he had fallen from it on numerous occasions before abandoning it at Newmarket.

During the Christmas break, when Gösta Caroli and Wulf Schmidt had been together at the Old Parsonage, Caroli had informed Schmidt that he intended to escape. Schmidt, had not reported the planned escape to MI5, which placed a black mark against him. However, MI5 did not hold a grudge for too long. Schmidt was proving himself to be an ‘invaluable asset’, as MI5 later recorded, and he was forgiven his transgression.44.

Gösta Caroli’s career as a double agent, however, was now over. He had attempted to escape, proving how dangerous it was to trust any of these double agents, and if he had succeeded in getting away, and, even more disastrously, had he managed to get back to Europe, the double-cross counter-espionage system in the U.K. would have been in ruins. Caroli was interned for the remainder of the war and subsequently deported.

_______

Meanwhile, in order to maintain his front as a fully functioning German spy, Wulf Schmidt now needed to ask for further funding, notionally to carry out his work, and this is where Karel Richter, the subject of this story, comes into the picture. This was also an excellent opportunity for MI5 to carry out an efficacious intelligence-gathering operation and to effect even more arrests of German spies.

On 14 January, 1941, the day after Caroli’s futile escape attempt, Wulf Schmidt sent a message to his handlers in Hamburg pressing the point that he was now running low on funds and that somehow he needed to be provided with sufficient money to continue his work. The Germans responded, advising that funding would be provided through a personal contact, another agent then operating in the country.

Schmidt replied, stating that he thought it would be safe to forward the money to him under the name of ‘Harry Williamson’, as shown on his fake ID, and sent post restante to the small town of Radlett. In fact it was almost impossible at that time, to send funding through the post office without it being discovered by censors or other forms of surveillance.

The Germans then asked their agent, Johnny, known as Snow to the British, and who, in reality, was Welshman Arthur Owens, to send funding to Schmidt. It was all a game of financial cat-and-mouse, of course. Schmidt ‘received’ the funding from Snow but Snow was also a double agent working for MI5 and no money was actually sent.

However, this did not satisfy MI5’s need to draw more agents to the country so they could be captured and interrogated.

On 24 March, 1941, Schmidt again demanded funding, and various ways were discussed until finally the Germans informed him that funding would soon be coming through the infiltration of another agent. This was the moment which sealed the fate, in the most terrible way, of Karel Richter.

_______


CHAPTER 2

A VERY DANGEROUS MAN

‘I am not a traitor to England and whatever may be, I am innocent … the people who brought me here intended to send me to my death.’

Penned anxiously to his defending counsel from a grim cell at Wandsworth Prison in London on 5 November, 1941, and facing imminent execution by hanging, these were the words of Karel Richter as he desperately attempted to save his own life.

Yet he was to face an uphill battle. Since landing by parachute in an English field near the village of London Colney in May that year, Richter had done virtually nothing but lie to British authorities, especially MI5 and the police, and had presented himself as a person of dubious character who had arrived in the war-torn United Kingdom with one purpose in mind – to carry out the orders he had been given by his superiors at the Abwehr in Germany.

Like any story of espionage, war and death, Karel Richter’s is complex, with perilous nuances and variegated factors. Not everything was as it seemed – apart from the fact that Richter was one more classic example of how ill-prepared and poorly trained German spies could be when arriving in England to carry out clandestine missions for their handlers in occupied Europe.

Richter’s story is controversial, and, even now, the full truth of his life remains shrouded in mystery. Was he a pawn, drawn against his will into the role of a German espionage agent, or was he really an experienced spy who had already carried out at least one dangerous mission before becoming entangled in a net of deceit and intrigue that would eventually strangle him?

Today, it is almost impossible to know.

Karel Richter would subsequently claim that he had been totally expendable, pressured into joining the Abwehr, forcibly recruited and inadequately trained. The money he carried with him was more valuable to the Germans than Richter’s life. If he were to be caught he could easily be replaced. There were always men who could be persuaded, or coerced, into becoming spies – the whole of Europe was awash with desperate, easily manipulated people. Richter had been just one more, swept into the net and deposited with little regret into the cold hands of British retribution.

_______

[image: ]

Karel Richter, the Nazi spy sent to London in May 1941 to check the veracity of another German agent. He would be hanged in December, 1941.

– U.K. National Archives

Karel Richard Richter had been born at Kraslice, in the Sudetenland, on 29 January, 1912, the son of Richard Richter, a German national and metal-worker, and Richard’s wife, Marie. From the age of five he attended the Kraslice State School, where he remained until he was eleven years of age. He was then admitted to the Statts Oberreale Gymnasium, at Bruex. Upon leaving this school at the age of sixteen years he went to Carlsbad where he was apprenticed for two years as an engineer to the Citroen works. Upon completion of his apprenticeship he returned to his family home at Kraslice where he was employed in his father’s modest metalwork business.

Karel Richter’s father was a man of average means but, despite this, was able to finance a car-hire business venture for his son. However, the business faltered and closed, after which Richter was unemployed for six months. He attempted on three occasions to join the Czech Army but was refused each time on medical grounds.

In 1935, deciding instead to travel to America to make his fortune, Richter applied to the U.S. consul at Prague seeking a visa. However, he was again to come away disappointed. The consul advised that obtaining such a visa would take about two years.

That same year Richter travelled to Hamburg and, with his engineering qualifications to back him, was employed as a machinist aboard the steamer Cassel (also reported as Kassel), bound for Java. It was the beginning of Richter’s world education and he would be away from Europe for about a year.1.

During the Autumn of 1936, Richter returned to Hamburg aboard the S.S. Cassel where he was paid off. He soon, however, joined another steamer, the New York, running regularly between Hamburg and New York. Within the space of just one year he made thirteen voyages to America.2.

In 1937 Richter left the steamer New York, transferring to another major vessel, the Hamburg, which was also running the Hamburg-New York service. Another change came the following year when he joined SS Hansa, running a similar service to New York.3.

By now, of course, Karel Richter was making a good life for himself. As a machinist on some of the best vessels servicing the transatlantic shipping lanes, he was relatively successful. He was also handsome and considered to be as good looking as Clarke Gable. He had no trouble attracting female admirers. By 1938 he was enjoying an established relationship with a young woman in New York named Gertrud Wegman who gave birth to the couple’s son that year. However, when Richter boarded the Hansa in August, 1939, neither he nor his partner, Gertrud, could know that it would be the last time they would see each other. War was looming in Europe and this would change everything for both of them.4.

Arriving for the last time at Hamburg, in September, 1939, Richter was, by now, fully aware that the Hansa was about to be converted, either to a troop-transport or hospital ship, and would therefore come under the control of the German Navy – the Kriegsmarine. As a result of this change in the ship’s status its crew would come under military jurisdiction.

Yet Richter wanted no part in the military operations of a foreign country. He packed a few essentials and jumped ship. Richter was very much aware that should he be apprehended by the Germans he would be in serious trouble. He would have been brought before a court martial or possibly a naval board, and punished accordingly – probably by being sent to one of the concentration camps which were then in the process of mushrooming throughout Nazi Germany.5.

These fears would prove accurate. This period would be a significant turning point in Richter’s life and one that would lead him firstly to incarceration and torture at the hands of the Gestapo and finally to a grim set of gallows at Wandsworth Prison in London.6.

For now, however, with the world rapidly descending into chaos, Richter decided to return initially to his home at Kraslice. 7.

War had now broken out but Richter was not conscripted. He was later able to explain this by stating that he had never remained in one place for long enough to give the Germans time to catch up to him. He was desperately attempting to find a way of returning to New York where he intended to marry his fiancée, Gertrud Wegman. Yet that dream now seemed almost impossible. Millions of Jewish refugees were flooding across Europe, attempting to get away from Germany and German-occupied countries such as Austria and Czechoslovakia. Border controls were tightening and the documentation required to travel, both internally and internationally, was becoming exponentially more difficult to obtain.8.

Richter decided to attempt to get out of Europe via Sweden. He was convinced that with his long experience as a machinist on transatlantic vessels he would eventually be able to work his passage back to New York.9.

Leaving Kraslice, Richter set off on his fatal journey. He travelled via northern Bohemia and Silesia to cross Poland, choosing the route because any kind of travel through Germany was particularly dangerous.10.

Richter would later provide a description of what life was like in Poland during that period. He wrote that he had witnessed terrible times and had found it difficult to believe that stable items were often impossible to procure. He saw instances, for example, when peasants in half-deserted towns and villages had been offering geese or chickens in exchange for a packet of cigarettes. In some regions he had been unable to buy even a crust of bread. He had seen refugees in vehicles which had run out of petrol offering to exchange their cars for a bicycle.11.

At the frontier he was able to blend into crowds of refugees and passed easily through. Richter was fortunate to be the possessor of a much-valued seaman’s book – almost a passport in itself, and a document which was normally accepted at any border checkpoint because seamen were constantly changing ships and travelling through many territories.

 Moving through Warsaw he went on to Libau in Latvia, and from there by steamer via Stockholm to Gothenburg. Wherever he went in Europe he saw streams of refugees fleeing Nazi persecution.12.

Upon his arrival at Gothenburg, Swedish police boarded the ship to examine the passengers’ documents. Richter pulled out his seaman’s book but was told on this occasion that he would have to apply for a permit to remain in the country. Despite not having the correct papers, however, the police allowed Richter to land. He stayed at a local hotel for a few days before travelling to Stockholm intending to obtain the necessary permits.13.

Upon presenting himself at a Swedish police station in Stockholm, Richter was, however, arrested. He was sent immediately to a local prison. Within the prison were many other men in the same situation. These were German, English, Polish and French nationals, all of whom had arrived in Sweden without the correct forms of documentation.14.

After some time Richter was sent to an internment camp at Langmora where he would remain incarcerated for four months.15.

At Langmora he was never interrogated, nor was he kept in solitary. Quite the reverse. Richter would later describe the camp as being much like a huge farm set in a beautiful location. Inmates worked the land or employed themselves with handicrafts. There was a large lake where inmates were allowed to row small boats or swim. The food provided to them was abundant and of good quality. The inmates were employed at various jobs but were also paid for the work. Richter recalled that his time at the camp had been pleasant. Everyone held there had been allowed a great deal of freedom – far more than they would have expected. Richter later described the camp as being something like a convalescent home, maintained by the Swedish government.16.

Richter, who was now enjoying what would be the final pleasurable period of his life, had a new suit made at Langmora. He would need it because he would later sell his other two suits, both made in New York, to the Abwehr.

A brief comment about the Langmora camp subsequently appeared in Richter’s MI5 flies which described the place as:

… an internment camp for foreigners, and not a concentration camp, the internees were permitted to visit the neighbouring town in the company of a priest, so that a visit to a tailor or dentist was possible. The suit cost [Richter] Kr. [kroner] 120 and took ten days to make. He had sufficient money in his possession to pay the tailor because he had been made to work repairing typewriters etc. For one day’s work he received Kr 1 – besides some extra money for various other jobs he was given.17.

The internees at the camp had been mainly Germans, Czechs, Finns or Poles – principally those who refused to join Germany in the fighting. However, in June 1940, after Germany had overrun France and Norway the German internees at Langmora had been released and many French and English internees had arrived. Some of the camp’s internees had protested that they were not being released, and Richter had joined the protests. However, this was an action he was later to regret.

One day he was ordered to hand a photograph of himself to the camp authorities and was informed that it was to be used to issue him with a ‘foreigner’s passport’. Soon afterwards the commandant of the camp sent for Richter and told him that he had to visit the German consulate in Stockholm.18.

It was now about July 1940. Richter was placed into a car and driven to Stockholm. At the consulate he was given a red passport which included the photograph he had provided at Langmora. The following morning, after spending the night in a police cell, he was deported by the Swedish police. For Richter, it was a moment of grim foreboding. He had been attempting to stay well out of German control but was now being delivered like a parcel right into their hands.19.

 The police accompanied him on the train as far as the frontier at Tralleborg where he was placed onto the ferry. Mid-sea between Tralleborg and Sassnitz, Richter was handed to two German police officers who accompanied him for the remainder of the voyage.

All of Richter’s fears were now about to come true. At Sassnitz he was handed into the custody of the Gestapo, principally because he had illegally left a ship seconded to the German Navy. Richter was completely disgusted with his treatment. He later wrote that he had then been held for days in what he described as a hole and pigsty. After three days he was transported to the Gestapo headquarters in Hamburg.20.

Prior to leaving Sassnitz, without any kind of explanation, Richter’s seaman’s book had been taken from him, although he had been allowed to retain a temporary Czech passport issued in New York. Now
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