
Renato Levi nearly
always flew under the 
radar, especially in the Brit-
ish National Archives. Even in 
recent books about spies and 
counter-intelligence, Levi re-
ceives curt mention and specif-
ics about his participation are 
often confused.1 To be fair, Levi’s 
files have only recently been 
released, and even then Levi - 
“Cheese,” or “Lambert,” or “Mr. 
Rose” - is only named once in his 
classified dossier.2 Indeed, in his 
national documents, evidence 
of redaction is everywhere: even 
his codename “CHEESE” has 
been carefully handwritten in 
tiny, blocky letters over white-
out, re-establising his place in 
history. 

In large part, this is perhaps due 
to the reason that Levi’s story 
doesn’t fall into the narrative 
of a “hero spy,” and efforts to 
make him into one mean elid-
ing much of the truth. To be 
absolutely certain, Levi was of 
paramount importance in estab-
lishing a spy network in Cairo 
that “turned the tide” of WWII 
in North Africa. But for much 
of WWII (specifically, August 
2, 1941- October 17, 1943), Levi 
was either undergoing interro-
gation by the Italian authorities 
or in an Italian island prison.3 

Also complicating his narrative are 
the archival files themselves, where 
he is alternatively referred to as 
“Cheese,” “Mr. Rose,” “Lambert,” or 
even his German nom du guerre, 
“Roberto.” As a result, teasing out 
Levi’s story is a much more difficult 
task than might appear.

About Levi, his “Most Secret” files 
called him an “international ad-
venturer” over his relevant status 
as a “British National.” Notably 
charming, inventive, and a “natural 
liar,”4 Levi’s birthplace as record-
ed in his dossier is “Italy.”5 How-
ever the same dossier has other 
documents stating he was born in 

Split, (presumably the city 
across the Adriatic now in Croa-
tia.)6 The exact date for the latter 
birthplace has been redacted, but 
the year of 1902 is the same. As 
of the clandestine file’s creation, 
he was 5’6” with light brown 
hair and blue eyes. Important-
ly, he was often referred to as a 
“Jew” or “Jewish,” and that his 
motives for joining the Allied 
cause was “Patriotic  [sic],”7 and 
that he wanted to fight for the 
Jews. However, according to the 
same people, Levi’s “motives are 
difficult to fathom.” Also, he “en-
joys the work for its own sake,” 
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and perhaps he simply enjoyed 
the traveling, womanizing, and 
overall adventuring his double-
agent life afforded him.8

Prior to joining the Allies in 
1939, Levi was reported to have 
lived in India, Switzerland, Ita-
ly, and Australia, in addition to 
holding British citizenship. His 
mother owned a hotel in Genoa, 
and he frequently used that as a 
home-base when he was in Italy. 
It was while staying in the hotel 
in December of 1939 that he was 
approached by a German I.S. 
Agent, “Oscar Zoller,” in one ac-
count,9 or Dr. Johannes “Hans” 
Travaglio (aka, Major Solms) in 
another.10 Dr. Travaglio seems 
to be his primary contact in the 
German I.S., and he reportedly 
inquired as to his willingness 
to help the Germans. Levi said 
he was, and was sent to France. 
When he arrived in France in 
early 1940, he headed for the 
British Consulate, where he re-
ported out of “patriotic” duty.  
While in France, he was han-
dled by the Deuxième Bureau 
(the French Intelligence) until 
France’s collapse in the mid-
1940. He was then returned to 
Genoa.

Here, he met again with Trava-
glio, who introduced him to oth-
er agents: a Major Helferich and 
another key player who went by 
“Rosetti.” After some discussion 
and planning, it was determined 
that Levi was to go to Egypt 
and set up a wireless transmit-
ter that would message German 
Headquarters in Athens with 
encrypted messages. Levi’s job
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was to set up the transmitter at a se-
cure location and recruit informants 
who would give him reliable “boots 
on the ground” information. The 
plan was reportedly approved by the 
head of Italian Intelligence, a Count 
Scirombo.”11

“Paul Nicossof ” was an 
invention of British 

intelligence. ... This was 
the start of the 

“Cheese Network.”
So, in late December 1940, just 
about a year after his recruitment by 
the Germans, Levi was off to Egypt. 
But while traveling through Istan-
bul, he was picked up by Turkish 
authorities for working with a gang 
of counterfeiters. He was apparently 
released 30 days later after the Brit-
ish stepped in, and he continued on 
to Cairo, arriving mid-February of 
that year. He was given a wireless set 
by the British and they established 
a fake informant, “Paul Nicossof.” 
“Nicossof ” was an invention of Brit-
ish intelligence, which began to use 
the wireless transmitter to commu-
nicate in encryption with Levi’s Axis 
connections. This was the start of 
the “Cheese Network.” While Levi 
was also known as “Cheese,” the 
transmissions by the fake informant 
are also referred to as “Cheese.” This 
development perhaps led to Levi’s 
new codenames in British Intelli-
gence communications, “Lambert” 
and “Mr. Rose.” To the Axis forces, 
he and his network were known as 
“Roberto.”

Following the establishment of

the Cheese network, Levi chose to 
return to Italy to meet with his Ger-
man contacts. It is unclear why he 
felt this was necessary. He traveled 
through Turkey in April of 1941 on 
his way to Rome. He made his way 
back to his mother’s hotel in Ge-
noa, and then on August 2, 1941 
he was arrested by Italian authori-
ties and accused of espionage; spe-
cifically, he was accused of work-
ing with the British Intelligence 
and that the “Roberto” Wireless 
Transmitter was under the control 
of the British (“trasmette sotto il 
controllo inglese”).12 The irony is 
that the Italians were completely 
correct of their suspicions, but 
Levi denied this under repeat in-
terrogations and he appealed to 
his German handlers for help. 
Rosetti and Travaglio were either 
unable or unwilling to assist him 
(it was speculated by British In-
telligence that Levi knew more 
than he should about his German 
handlers’ black market activi-
ties, and that may have been why 
they were loath to assist him).13  
He was also asked if he was Jew-
ish. He said that he was Jewish in 
“origin,” but that his religion was 
Catholic,14  and it seems like his 
answer was either satisfactory or 
the subject was not really an is-
sue. In October, Levi was told he 
would be released; instead, a few 
days later he was summoned to a 
secret court that convicted him of 
political crimes against the Ital-
ian state. He was sentenced to five 
years in prison, and shipped off to 
the island of Tremiti.15 Levi served 
around two years of his sentence 
before he was liberated by British 
forces in August of 1943 after be-
ing transferred to San Severo on
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the mainland. 

Because Levi was arrested and 
convicted in late 1941/early 
1942, the Cheese network out of 
Cairo took a significant hit to its 
credibility. One of the most in-
teresting features of this story is 
that the imaginary agent, “Paul 
Nicossof,” was able to regain and 
retain the trust of the Germans. 
Thanks to the ingenious ma-
nipulations of the British Intelli-
gence operatives controlling the 
wireless, the Cheese network was 
back in the pink by June of 1942, 
just in time for “A” Force to start 
planting counter-intelligence 
prior to the commencement of 
Operation Bertram at El Alam-
ein in Egypt (October, 1942). In-
deed, some of the most fascinat-
ing pieces out of this sordid tale 
are the ways that the intelligence 
operatives used payment sched-
ules (or, rather, the German’s lack 
of payment to “Paul Nicossof ”) 
to establish credibility about the 
fictitious informant’s informa-
tion; Nicossof was portrayed as 
petulant and inconsistent be-
cause efforts to pay him were 
always unsuccessful. Indeed, his 
handlers credited the “unfore-
seen event” of the German’s in-
ability to pay “Nicossof ” as the 
way they were able to extend his 
character beyond the “impasse” 
that would normally constitute 
a non-military informant. “Nic-
ossof ” could then see – rather, 
portray – himself as the “man 
who brought Rommel to Egypt,” 
which would get him paid for 
his troubles at last, in addition to 
all the attending glory and med-
als.16

His handlers conjectured that 
it was unlikely the German and 
Italian Intelligence bureaus had 
a great deal of communication 
between them, and the Ger-
mans, in spite of their full faith 
in Levi, were overly satisfied 
with his original purpose of es-
tablishing a wireless transmitter 
network, to their detriment.18

To read his declassified docu-
ments, Levi’s ultimate fate 
is unclear. It is true that the 
Cheese network was in full 
swing throughout the war, and 
many have credited “Cheese” 
with hoodwinking the Ger-
mans in grand fashion on many 
occasions. Perhaps Levi was 
again affiliated with Cheese 
after his release, perhaps not.
Regardless, Renato Levi – lover 
of travel, intrigue, and a really 
good lie – did a remarkable ser-
vice to the Allied forces by insti-
tuting one of the best and most 
productive counter-intelligence 
operations of WWII, and he 
kept it all safe.
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Appendix A: CYPHER DESIGNED FOR CHEESE
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