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The Spy for China

LARRY WU-TAI CHIN

There is no place where espionage is not used.

SUN TZU, The Art of War, 147

For millennia, Sun Tsu’s emphasis on the importance of espionage has 
been a pillar of Chinese military and political strategy. His advice about 
using spies everywhere would be applied relentlessly in the United States 
in the last quarter of the twentieth century. During that period, Chinese 
intelligence flooded the United States with students, scientists, business-
men, and émigrés from all walks of life to harvest America’s political, eco-
nomic, and scientific secrets. The Chinese espionage tradition in the 
United States had its roots in the spying of a Chinese-born American who 
worked in the most overt part of the CIA and who spied for more than 
three decades for the PRC.

Larry Wu-tai Chin’s espionage for the Chinese Communist regime last-
ed longer than that of any known American spy. He spied throughout 
decades that witnessed dramatic upheavals in China, the Great Leap For-
ward, the Cultural Revolution, the Sino/Soviet split, and the power strug-
gles following Mao Zedong’s death. He spied throughout decades of similar 
upheaval in the United States, the Vietnam conflict, the 1960s’ revolution, 
Watergate, and the tensions of US–Soviet rivalry. Espionage was a key cor-
nerstone of that rivalry, and US spy catchers focused considerable effort on 
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ferreting out Soviet bloc spies inside the US government. James Angleton 
alone spent years searching for Soviet moles inside the CIA. Although 
Angleton was skeptical of the rift between the Soviet Union and China, he 
never appeared to worry about a Chinese spy in the CIA.

Born in Beijing in 1922, Chin studied English and journalism at Yenching 
University in the Chinese capital. Because of his language abilities, he took 
a break from his university studies in 1943 and was hired as an interpreter, 
first at the British Military Mission and then at the US Army’s liaison office 
in China. After finishing his degree, he worked as an interpreter at the US 
consulates in Shanghai and Hong Kong. 

In his college years, Chin had been a vocal supporter of close ties between 
the United States and China. Moreover, by the time Mao Zedong launched 
his communist revolution against Chiang Kai-shek’s government, Chin had 
already become a trusted employee of the US government. In 1948, a fellow 
student introduced Chin to a Chinese intelligence officer who played on his 
ego and patriotism, flattering him about his knowledge of the United States 
and claiming that China needed someone with his unique insights to forge 
bonds with the post–World War II superpower.1 The ploy worked, and 
Chin agreed to find a job in the US government where he would have access 
to secrets he would share with the land of his birth. 

When the Korean War broke out, Chin was frequently dispatched to 
South Korea by the Department of State to interview Chinese prisoners of 
war. He passed his communist spymasters’ locations of prisoner of war 
camps in South Korea and questions put to the captured Chinese prisoners. 
He also gave them the names of the prisoners of war who answered those 
questions, who undoubtedly met untimely deaths once they were repatri-
ated after the war. Although Chin’s passage of these secrets occurred three 
decades before his trial, his spying during wartime became one of the major 
espionage charges against him: “Here was a clear act that damaged the 
national security of the United States in the midst of a military conflict. 
Americans were dying and Larry was spying.”2

In 1952, just three years after the Chinese communist revolution, Chin 
was hired to work as a translator by the CIA’s Foreign Broadcast Informa-
tion Service (FBIS).3 FBIS was unique among CIA units because its pri-
mary task had little to do with secrets. FBIS was the US government’s 
wire service, the equivalent of Reuters or the Associated Press, and was 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Thu, 30 Jun 2016 15:25:33 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



The Spy for China

161

solely dedicated to monitoring, recording, and analyzing foreign press 
and broadcast media.

At the CIA, FBIS officers scanned the foreign press and snipped out articles 
of national security interest for translation. FBIS also established offices 
overseas and erected its radio antennas in friendly countries to capture 
television and radio broadcasts around the globe. Its overseas branches 
were run by CIA employees with security clearances who supervised lin-
guists skilled in both English and their native languages who could provide 
timely and accurate translations of daily news around the world. The for-
eign employees were screened for security purposes but were authorized 
no clearances or access to secret information.

Chin was one of those foreign translators when he began work at FBIS’s 
Okinawa field station in 1952. At most, he could relate to his Chinese han-
dlers specific news items of interest to the CIA throughout his eight years at 
the FBIS site. The Chinese, however, were patient and could wait for Chin to 
eventually burrow more deeply into the CIA. In 1961 he emigrated to the 
United States, and he became a naturalized US citizen in 1965. After five 
more years working at an FBIS site in California, he was transferred to FBIS 
headquarters in Virginia. By then he was no longer one of the CIA’s foreign 
translators but a full-fledged employee with a top-secret security clearance. 

At CIA headquarters, one branch of FBIS specialized in producing clas-
sified analyses of the news media, and its analysts required access to the full 
array of CIA finished intelligence to do their job. FBIS officers were also 
involved in classified projects on an ad hoc basis. FBIS included some of the 
most talented, native-born linguists in the CIA, and occasionally these 
experts would be asked to translate documents from top spies in foreign 
governments to ensure timeliness and accuracy.

Chin became an FBIS analyst in 1970, a job that gave him access to the 
CIA’s finished intelligence. Like his fellow spies Clyde Conrad and John 
Walker, Chin received glowing performance appraisals from his superi-
ors, one of whom praised him as “one of the ablest Chinese linguists in the 
branch and the entire division.”4 As a result, Chin was among those tabbed 
to do sensitive translations of reports from some of the CIA’s Chinese 
sources, and, like Karl Koecher, he betrayed these agents to his handlers. 

Chin was equally appreciated by his Chinese spymasters. From the late 
1960s until his retirement in 1981, Chin traveled regularly to Toronto, Hong 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Thu, 30 Jun 2016 15:25:33 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



The Decade of the Spy: Other Spies of the 1980s

162

Kong, and London to pass reams of classified documents to his handlers.5

When he retired, he received medals for his career achievements from both 
the CIA and the Chinese Ministry of State Security. He had entered the 
exclusive club of spies rewarded by both the betrayers and the betrayed.6

Chin’s motivation to spy for the Chinese evolved during his long career. 
At first he agreed to spy out of a naive dual loyalty, whereby sharing Ameri-
can secrets would foster understanding between the United States and the 
land of his birth. The Chinese, however, shared the Soviets’ belief that mon-
ey reinforced the loyalty of even the most ardent patriots. During his long 
career, he received payments from the Chinese that qualified him as one of 
the $1 million American spies. 

Chinese spy payments stoked Chin’s love of gambling, and he gradually 
lost thousands of dollars while vacationing at Las Vegas casinos. Although 
it is impossible to estimate the amounts that Chin frittered away at the gam-
ing tables, FBI investigations surfaced evidence of assets that appeared 
excessive for someone living on a government pension. By the time of his 
arrest in 1985, the FBI estimated that Chin had $564,000 in bank accounts, 
including $200,000 in one Hong Kong bank. He also had real estate invest-
ments worth about $700,000 in Virginia, Maryland, and his beloved Las 
Vegas.7

After retiring in 1981, Chin continued to do contract translation for the 
CIA. In 1982, he traveled to Beijing, where top officials of the Ministry of 
State Security feted him at a banquet and paid him a $50,000 bonus.8 Chin 
had obeyed Chinese guidance on tradecraft so scrupulously that he spied 
undetected for more than three decades and could now enjoy retired life. 
But his days were numbered. 

In the end, Chin met the same fate as many American spies: He was 
unmasked by a Chinese intelligence officer who defected to the United 
States. According to an FBI affidavit submitted to the court at Chin’s trial, 
an “extremely sensitive source of proven reliability . . . provided informa-
tion regarding an intelligence agent of the People’s Republic of China iden-
tified as ‘2542.’” Although this source did not know the true name of the 
Chinese agent, he passed enough information about him to the FBI to nar-
row the search to Chin.9

The FBI confronted Chin in 1985. After the debacle of the Koecher 
investigation, the FBI had learned from its mistakes. Agents did not brow-
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beat, threaten, or hint at offers of immunity during their interview of Chin. 
As in the Pelton case, FBI agents carefully walked Chin through a recount-
ing of his activities. Chin was stunned by the wealth of detail the FBI had 
amassed about his spying. Still, he asked the FBI agents if they were bluffing 
about his alleged espionage. The agents proceeded to name Chin’s Chinese 
handler and to give the dates and details of his contacts with the Ministry of 
State Security. Chin knew he was trapped. Only someone deep inside Chi-
nese intelligence could have related those details to the FBI. 

Without admitting to espionage, Chin himself raised the possibility of 
working for the FBI as a double agent to wriggle out of his increasingly 
hopeless situation. It was too late. Larry Wu-tai Chin, sixty-three years old, 
ready to retire comfortably on hundreds of thousands of dollars from espio-
nage, was arrested on November 22, 1985. 

In February 1986, Chin went on trial for seventeen counts of espionage 
and income tax violations. Because he had confessed to spying for the Chi-
nese, he and his attorneys decided that his only defense was to emphasize 
his lofty ideological motives for handing American secrets to the Chinese 
for more than thirty years. His noble mission was merely the improvement 
of US–Chinese relations. “If this information was brought to the attention 
of the Chinese leadership,” he argued on the witness stand, “it might break 
the ice and start to turn from hostility to friendship. I wanted [Premier] 
Chou en-Lai to see it.”10

Chin’s supposedly noble service as a self-styled intermediary was also a 
lucrative calling, but he explained his abundant assets as the product of 
sound investment and luck at the casinos, even though he had consistently 
been a loser at the tables. In one admission at the trial, he claimed that the 
Chinese paid him $180,000 for a report about President Richard Nixon’s 
intention to normalize relations with the PRC. According to Chin, this was 
the only classified document he ever gave to China, and the payment was 
merely a by-product of his alleged diplomatic efforts.11

The jury rejected Chin’s self-serving defense. After a few hours of delib-
eration, the judge read the guilty verdict as Chin’s wife and three children 
wept in the courtroom. Two weeks after the verdict, Chin asked his prison 
guard to put a clean plastic trash bag in the garbage can in his cell. He slid 
the plastic bag over his head, bound it tightly with shoelaces from a new 
pair of sneakers, and lay quietly on his cot until death came. 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Thu, 30 Jun 2016 15:25:33 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



The Decade of the Spy: Other Spies of the 1980s

164

Chin’s suicide prevented debriefings that could have illuminated the full 
extent of the damage he had done to US national security. According to 
testimony at his indictment, Chin “reviewed, translated, and analyzed clas-
sified documents from covert and overt human and technical collection 
sources which went into the West’s assessment of Chinese strategic, mili-
tary, economic, scientific and technical capabilities and intentions.”12 The 
volume of documents is difficult to gauge, but, according to one report, 
thirty translators labored full time for three months to process the docu-
ments Chin had delivered.13 Considering the length of time Chin spied for 
the Chinese, there was undoubtedly little raw intelligence and analysis in 
CIA hands that the Chinese had not seen. 

Chin’s arrest was a wake-up call not only to the CIA but to the entire US 
government about the threat of Chinese espionage. Chinese spying had 
been largely neglected in the decades when American spies predominantly 
worked for the Soviet bloc. The Chin case was a harbinger of espionage to 
come. By the dawn of the twenty-first century, Chinese intelligence collec-
tion against the United States would eclipse Russian espionage efforts.

The Chin case awakened America to spying by other nations besides 
Russia. Communist China, of course, had long been an adversary of the 
United States, but revelations of spying by US allies would shock the Amer-
ican public far more. A day before Chin’s arrest, one of the most controver-
sial spies since the Rosenbergs was arrested for espionage. He had spied not 
only for an American ally but also for a country that depended on the United 
States for its very existence.
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