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It is often said that 
spying is one of 
the world’s oldest 
professions. For as 

long as there have been 
conflicts between Man 

and his brothers, there 
have been spies infiltrating 

enemy lines to gain an 
edge on the battlefield. 
Let’s explore the dangerous 

lives of men and women who work in the 
shadowy world of espionage. Beware, what 
is contained in these pages may not be 
suitable for the faint-hearted! 

MATA HARI

She is perhaps the world’s most famous 
female spy – an exotic dancer who 
shimmied in mesmerising costumes and 
caught the eye of many high-ranking 
officials. Her name was Mata Hari, and 
she was a double agent of France and 
Germany. 

Mata Hari was 
born in 1876 as 
Margaretha 
Geertruida 

Zelle, a 
Dutch 
maiden who 

married at 
the age 

of 18. After a failed 
marriage to a Dutch 
naval officer, she 
moved to Paris and 

became a dancer. She 

adopted the exotic name “Mata Hari” to 
suit her alluring style of dancing, and soon 
became the toast of Paris and a highly 
sought after courtesan. 

Her profession put her in the company 
of powerful men and provided a perfect 
cover for her espionage activities, which 
led to her downfall in 1917, near the end of 
World War I. This infamous spy was arrested 
by French police and accused of spying for 
the Germans. Despite the lack of conclusive 
evidence, she was executed by a firing 
squad at the age of 41.

Mata Hari has since lived on in the 
imagination of novelists, who often base 
female spy characters on her feisty 
personality and flamboyant lifestyle. 

Alexander Litvinenko
Call it an occupational hazard, but every 
spy knows to expect death when they 
least expect it, for in this business, even 
your boss will turn on you. One such spy 
died after angering his former employer 
– the Russian government. Alexander 
Litvinenko, a former KGB agent and 
writer, died of polonium radiation 
poisoning, an extremely rare cause of 
death, on 23 December 2006. 

The former spy had fallen ill after 
meeting two former KGB agents in a 
London Japanese restaurant and was 
immediately hospitalised. Litvinenko 
died an agonising death after languishing 
in the hospital for 22 days. The Russian 
government has denied all wrongdoing 
in Litvinenko’s death, but his family has 
accused the government of murdering the 
former spy because he was an outspoken 
critic of the Russian government.
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SIDNEY REILLY

If there ever was a real life James Bond, 
then Sidney Reilly, the flamboyant spy 
known as “The Ace of Spies”, would be 
him. Sidney Reilly received his illustrious 
“Ace of Spies” title after a British newspaper 
chronicled his exploits in the 1930s. His 
outrageous adventures captivated readers 
and made him a household name.

As with all consummate spies, Sidney 
Reilly’s past is unclear – most experts agree 
that he was probably born in Russia and 
later travelled the world under different 
names. Just like a real-life action movie 
hero, he managed to rub shoulders with 
criminals and other shady types, and take 
part in daring exploits that would make 
James Bond proud. 

Some of his adventures included a plot to 
kidnap the Romanov royal family from the 
communist Bolsheviks and stealing weapon 
plans from a German weapons factory. 

As with most good looking-spies, he 
made good use of his looks to obtain 
secrets. In Reilly’s case, he seduced the 
wife of a Russian official to obtain classified 
information regarding a large weapon 
shipment. 

Some of his disguises included posing 
as a worker in order to infiltrate a weapons 
factory, and pretending to be a doctor in 
a ruse to help his wife inherit a large sum of 
money illegally. He was never short on an 
assignment. It is said that he had spied for 
Britain, Russia and even the Kempeitai, the 
infamous Japanese military police. Later 
in his life, Reilly worked for the British Secret 
Intelligence Agency (the same one James 
Bond works for) and carried out several 
secret missions during World War I. 

The “Ace of Spies” finally ran out of luck 
when he was captured during a mission 
to Russia. He was lured to his death by 

Who or what is “Moe Berg”?
A) A type of lettuce   B) A baseball player   C) Famous spy

Find out more in next instalment about famous super spies!

Russian undercover 
agents who arrested 
him for participating 
in anti-revolutionary 
activities. During Reilly’s 
imprisonment, he was 
interrogated and horribly 
tortured by his captors. 
Eventually, he was deemed 
no longer useful to his 
captors, and taken to a forest 
and executed. He was 52 years old.
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Spy Novelists
Did you know that many of the greatest Spy-
Þ (spy Þction) novelists used to be spies 
themselves? Ian Fleming, the creator of 
James Bond, was a former spy who worked 
for the British Naval Intelligence, and during 
his tenure, conceived spy plots which he later 
turned into the popular James Bond novels. 

David Cornwell, a former spy who 
worked for the British Foreign Service, wrote 
novels such as “The Constant Gardener” 
under the pseudonym John le Carré. His spy 
career ended after his identity was revealed 
by a British double agent who betrayed the 
identities of thousands of British spies to the 
KGB.

Even Somerset Maugham, the great 
English novelist, was hired by the British 
Intelligence Service to engage in espionage 
work in Russia. He later wrote the novel 
“Ashenden: Or the British AgentÓ based on 
his spying experience. 
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mission to uncover Germany’s progress 
at building the atomic bomb, which he 
managed to do with some success. After 
the war, he carried out a similar mission 
in the Soviet Union but did not uncover 
anything significant. 

In his later years, he became something 
of a recluse and eventually died after a 
serious fall he sustained at home. He was 70 
years old  and probably the only baseball 
player who has ever spied for a government!

Julius and Ethel 
Rosenberg

Spies often lead secret 
double lives that even 
their spouses know nothing 
of. But once in a while, a 
couple would team up and 
use their ordinary façade 
as a cover to engage in 

espionage. One of the 
world’s most famous 

husband and wife spy 
teams was Julius and 
Ethel Rosenberg.

International Spy Museum
What do spies do when they 
retire? Well, some of them help 
build museums. The International 
Spy Museum in Washington, D.C. is 
probably the only museum in the 
world where former CIA agents 
are on the board of members. The 
museum is devoted to the history 
of espionage and even teaches 
you how to be a spy. If you are 
serious about being a spy, be 
sure to trek down to the museum 
one of these days. Who knows, 
you may even meet a spy or two 
there, unknowingly of course.

As we discovered 
last month, spies 
come from all 
walks of life 

and usually use their 
profession as a cover 

for their clandestine 
work. Most of them are 
ordinary folk who hold 

respectable jobs as 
teachers, pilots and businessmen. 
And there are some who despite 
their high profile occupation, 
manage to stay under the radar 
and lead successful double lives!

Moe Berg
One such spy was 
baseball star, Moe 
Berg. Known as “the 
strangest man ever 
to play baseball”, 
Moe Berg was a 
brainy, urbane 

baseball player 
who spoke several 
languages and 
knew everything 
from history to 
linguistics. 

Berg had all 
the desirable attributes 

of a successful spy – he was known for 
his physical stamina on the baseball 

diamond, and on television quiz 
shows where he demonstrated 
his intellectual prowess. He 
soon caught the eye of the 

CIA who enlisted him during 
World War II.

Berg was sent to Europe on a secret 
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The Rosenbergs were 
American citizens who 
passed on nuclear secrets 
to the Soviet Union. They 
first came to the attention 
of the American 
government in 
1949, shortly after 
the Soviet Union 
revealed that they, 
too, had built a 
nuclear bomb. 

The Americans 
were shocked at the news and 
immediately suspected the Russians of 
stealing their nuclear secrets. The US 
government soon traced the leak to David 
Greenglass, a machinist who worked at 
the secret Los Alamos National Laboratory 
where nuclear research was carried out. 

Greenglass was also Ethel Rosenberg’s 
brother and he later confessed that he had 
passed on classified nuclear secrets to his 
sister and brother-in-law. The Rosenbergs 
then delivered the secrets to the Russians, 
who were able to quickly assemble a 
nuclear bomb.

The American public was outraged at 
the traitorous pair and demanded justice be 
carried out. The courts obliged and on 19 
June 1953, the Rosenbergs were sent to the 
electric chair. They were the first and only 
Americans executed for espionage.

Robert Hanssen
It is every government’s worst nightmare – a 
brilliant spy of their own turning against them 
and spying for the enemy whilst undetected 
for years. The nightmare came true for the 
US government and his name is Robert 
Hanssen. 

Known as “the worst intelligence disaster 
in US history,” Hanssen was an FBI agent who 
spied on his own government. For fifteen 
years, he passed on sensitive information 
to the Russian government using aliases 

and dead drops, and in return was paid in 
diamonds and cash amounting to over one 
million dollars! 

DEAD DROP
If you have important 
information to pass on but can’t 
be seen with your contact, then 
try this popular communication 
method among spies – the 
dead drop. The method is simple 
– pick a location or hiding place 
and conceal the information. 
After you leave the scene, 
your contact can retrieve the 
information inconspicuously 
from the hiding place, without 
arousing any unwanted 
attention. 

For a more high-tech method, 
log onto the Internet and create 
your own dead drop by opening 
an email account and giving 
your contact the password. 
Store your information as “saved 
drafts” and your contact would 
be able to view the information 
at the click of a button.
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YG SPY KIT
Required Materials:
• Lemon juice
• Paintbrush
• White paper
• Electric iron

Method:
Dip paintbrush in lemon juice and write your message on the paper. 
Let the sheet dry.
To reveal the message, press a warm (not hot) iron on the sheet of 
paper, taking care not to burn yourself or the paper. 
Remove the iron once the message is visible.

Hanssen was considered an enigma by those 
who knew him – on the surface he appeared to 
be a caring husband and father, and a devout 
Catholic. Yet, his misdeeds showed that he was 
a greedy, dishonest man who thought the worst 
of everyone except himself. As punishment for 
his treason, the once distinguished spy now lives 
at the Supermax prison in Colorado where he is 
confined in a tiny cell for twenty-three hours a 
day. 

Spies are Everywhere
Spying is one of the world’s most dangerous 
jobs and captured spies are often imprisoned in 
squalid jails and tortured brutally. Unfortunately, 
as long as Man continues to wage war, the need 
for spies will never cease. We can, however, 
ensure that our government treats enemy spies in 
a humane manner when they are captured. They 
are, after all, merely doing their jobs.

1
2

3
4

Got an important secret to pass on? Forget Morse code and opt for something far 
simpler – invisible ink! Check out the following recipe to make your own invisible ink.


