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USING “FRIENDLY” SERVICES, 
FOREIGN AND DOMESTIC

The rule in all bureaucracies, whether military or civilian, 
whether a huge government agency or a small corporation, 

is that authority can be delegated but responsibility cannot—ex-
cept in the business of counterintelligence. There, responsibility 
is delegated all the time through what is called liaison.

Liaison is one of the causes of peptic ulcers, high blood pres-
sure, anxiety, depression, paranoid behavior, and bad dreams in 
CI executives. Every day, in liaison, they delegate the responsi-
bility for the security of their operations to alien organizations 
over which they have no authority. Awareness of what this may 
mean causes worry. Hence the ulcers and so on.

Probably the closest and friendliest liaison arrangements 
since World War II are those among the English-speaking al-
lies—Britain, the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and 
Canada. This tradition of friendly collaboration dates from 
World War I, when Sir William Wiseman, the British station 
head in Washington, worked closely with President Woodrow 
Wilson’s Colonel Edward Mandell House, whose unofficial 
organization was the nearest thing the United States had to a 
central intelligence agency in that war.

An illustration of the tradition from World War II is the 
name of X-2, the CI element of the Office of Strategic Services 
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166 o+ Using “Friendly” Services

(OSS), the direct forebear of CIA. X-2 was christened after a 
British uncle, the Twenty Committee’s coalition of services that 
collaborated in “double cross operations” (written XX, Roman 
“twenty,” because typewriters had no cross; hence “X-2”). The 
Brits and the Yanks in their respective intelligence and CI ser-
vices continue to refer to each other as “cousins” with the mixture 
of exasperation and affection that is common in many families.

But think for a moment of some names of British intel-
ligence officers: Blake, Blunt, Philby, and add, with a question 
mark, Hollis. Through them flowed to the Soviet intelligence 
service the identities of American agents, the details of Ameri-
can operations, the names of suspects under American investi-
gation—all acquired through liaison. Those Soviet penetrations 
of our cousins’ services caused as much damage to the United 
States as to Britain. Would the damage have been less if the 
liaison had been less brotherly?

THE REASONS FOR LI AISON

The image of the British services riddled by Soviet agents like 
targets on a firing range might seem like an argument against 
liaison with those services. Indeed, because the British are not 
alone in being penetrated by the enemy, it may seem to be 
an argument against liaison of any kind with anybody. On the 
other hand, consider some peculiar geometry:

 1. Blake, a Russian-controlled penetration of 
the British Service, betrayed an American-
controlled penetration (Popov) of the GRU 
through information obtained by liaison with 
the Americans. Should the Americans have 
broken off liaison with the British?

 2. Goleniewski, an American-controlled 
penetration of the Polish Service, betrayed 
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Blake to the Americans and British through 
information obtained by liaison with the KGB. 
Should the Russians have broken off liaison 
with the Poles?

 3. Michael Straight, an American citizen educated 
in England who had defected in 1941 from 
a position as agent for Soviet intelligence, 
betrayed Blunt, a Russian-controlled penetration 
of the British Security Service (MI5), to the 
American FBI. But the FBI withheld the 
information from its British liaison partner, 
presumably out of distrust of MI5’s security, 
and MI5’s investigation of the Blunt-(Hollis?)-
Burgess-Maclean-Philby complex was delayed. 
Should the British have broken off liaison with 
the American FBI?

In each of these cases, liaison continued. In each case, there was 
a period of pain. Meetings were canceled, desks were shifted 
around, procedures were altered, and unscheduled transfers 
happened—but liaison continued. Why? Because it had to. Li-
aison is like Brer Rabbit’s tar baby. Once you touch it, you are 
stuck to it.

Liaison among services abroad is an extension of liaison 
among services at home. The cause is the same for each: just as 
criminals often move from one city to another, so spies cross 
national borders. Unless the police of Munich and Wiesbaden 
share information on a burglar who moves from one city to 
the other, they weaken their chances of catching him. If a spy 
who steals his secrets in Fort Monmouth, New Jersey, deliv-
ers them to a Soviet officer in Ottawa, both the FBI and the 
Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) are well advised to 
share information, perhaps run the case jointly. Indeed, they 
will pool much of the general knowledge they acquire from all 
their operations in order to improve the effectiveness of both 
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168 o+ Using “Friendly” Services

services. Further, both the RCMP and the FBI conduct liaison 
with the CI services of many other countries and with many 
other organs of their own governments.

At least that is how it works in theory, and that is how the 
theory is practiced. The cost in security, theoretically, is out-
weighed by the gain in efficiency. Possibly, in practice, the gain 
does outweigh the loss, despite the enemy’s successes that we 
read about in our morning newspaper.

HOW LI AISON WORKS IN PR ACTICE

Consider a simplified, hypothetical example of how liaison 
works:

 1. A double agent in Sydney reports to his 
Australian case officer that his Czech case 
officer has given him an accommodation address 
in Toronto.

 2. Through its liaison channel to the RCMP, the 
Australian Security Intelligence Organization 
(ASIO) requests a check on the address, without 
saying why the information is needed.

 3. Through its liaison channel to the Toronto 
police, the RCMP requests a file check and 
investigation of the address, which turns up an 
apartment rented by a German businessman 
named Joachim Kramer, whose permanent 
address is in Hamburg. In the RCMP’s 
headquarters files, the Toronto address is 
listed as one previously checked on a liaison 
request from the Malaysian security service. 
At Malaysian request, the RCMP has delayed 
putting “Kramer” under surveillance, taking for 
granted that the Malaysians do not wish to risk 
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alerting their target to the fact that somebody is 
interested in him.

 4. The RCMP informs the ASIO that the address 
is registered to “Kramer,” and that a permanent 
address is shown in Hamburg. The RCMP 
suggests a query to the German Bundesamt für 
Verfassungsschutz (BfV).

 5. Through its liaison channel to the BfV in 
Cologne, the ASIO requests a check on the 
name and address in Hamburg.

 6. Through its liaison channel to the Hamburg 
police, the BfV requests a check on the name 
and address. The Hamburg police reply, noting 
that this information has been requested and 
provided previously; the address is still a fire 
station, and there is still no record of Joachim 
Kramer. The BfV file check records a previous 
request from the Malaysian security service, 
with the Malaysian request that no action be 
taken to alert the target.

 7. The BfV informs the ASIO that the address 
is that of a fire station and that there is no 
record of “Kramer” in Hamburg. It further notes 
that another unidentif ied foreign service has 
submitted an identical request. Note: According 
to the rules of liaison, the German BfV cannot 
identify the Malaysian security service as the 
previous tracer. To do so would be to betray 
the interest of a “third party,” Malaysia, to the 
“first party,” Australia. It can, however, note the 
coincidence for its own purposes, and although 
it is enjoined against putting surveillance on 
the address, you can be sure that the address 
will be kept on a running list of suspicious 
items and will be given special handling when 
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170 o+ Using “Friendly” Services

next it appears in traffic. Note also: The ASIO 
has already run two risks, one in Canada, the 
other in Germany; if a leak occurs indicating 
CI interest in “Kramer” or in either of his 
two addresses, the double agent operation is 
compromised. Note further: The ASIO now has 
CI information affecting the security of both 
Canada and Germany. The ASIO must now 
decide whether to risk further using its liaison 
channels to develop the operation.

 8. The ASIO, after taking a slug of Maalox, a 
tranquillizer pill, and some medicine for high 
blood pressure, decides to go fishing. It knows 
from the BfV’s reply that some other service—
a friendly one, because it is in liaison with the 
BfV—has a piece of the same Czech operation 
against which the ASIO is running a double. 
It draws up a list of all the services known to 
be in friendly contact with the Germans and 
instructs its own liaison officers to mention 
informally that the ASIO may have some useful 
information on a Czech agent communications 
system to share on a quid pro quo basis.

 9. After a fair amount of sparring, a deal is struck 
in Kuala Lumpur. The two services coyly reveal 
to each other that they each have doubles 
reporting to the same accommodation address in 
Toronto, and they can then share information of 
mutual interest, while protecting the identities 
of their own double agents through code names 
that they agree on as part of the deal.

 10. Both cases proceed from that point. Eventually, 
the Canadians may be brought in, because 
recruitment of the letter drop in Toronto falls 
within RCMP jurisdiction. The Germans may 
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also have a chance to participate, for investigation 
of “Kramer” will require support in Germany.

COOPER ATION V ERSUS COMPETITION

The foregoing example might lead us to think that liaison dom-
inates the CI business. Not so. The four services mentioned—
Australian, Canadian, German, and Malaysian—guard their 
own operations most jealously, as do all the others in the world. 
For one thing, elementary security requires that knowledge of 
sensitive information be limited to those who have a need to 
know; no Australian will ever come to think that any Canadian 
has a need to know about an Australian operation, except when 
exchange of partial information helps the Australian service.

Liaison relationships are like those between business com-
petitors. All the restaurants in my hometown belong to a Res-
taurateurs’ Association, which meets regularly to exchange 
information on such problems as processing of sales tax, credit 
card fraud, parking regulations, and police protection. Their 
cookery secrets remain secret.

Small services become accustomed to sorting out requests 
from different larger services and to using the differences to play 
one against the other. The Americans and the British, working 
in the same foreign capital city, keep their routine work secret 
from each other, yet both conduct liaison with the local service 
as well as with each other, and the local service comes to think 
that it knows more about each than they do about each other. 
Such confidence may be misplaced, however. I remember with 
pleasure the look of astonishment on the face of the chief of 
one such small local service when, at three in the morning, he 
was routed out of bed to face the British and American station 
chiefs standing shoulder to shoulder with a demand for assis-
tance on a case they happened to be working jointly, of which 
he had never heard.
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172 o+ Using “Friendly” Services

What does dominate the CI business, and therefore domi-
nates liaison, is operational security (see chapter 1). The games 
you play in the name of liaison have that as the basic rule.

LI AISON AND PENETR ATION

It used to be standard folklore that the primary and ultimate 
purpose of all liaison was penetration. Services were supposed 
to exchange information, and their officers were to socialize pri-
marily for the purpose of recruiting one another. A friendly loan 
to an “opposite number” who was short of cash was supposed 
to move him toward being your paid agent. Rather squalid, eh? 
Also rather simple, and rather naive.

But think for a moment. When might one CI service have 
a reason to penetrate another with which it had a productive 
liaison going? There are at least three types of occasions.

Divergent National Policies

No two countries have identical foreign policies. Germany 
and Japan have divergent international trade policies, as do the 
United States and Canada. Sweden and France have divergent 
policies toward Indochina. India and the United States have 
divergent policies toward Pakistan. It follows that exchange of 
information through liaison channels, where such exist, will not 
be total. In such cases, CI services may seek to acquire the de-
nied information by clandestine penetration.

The Pollard case is one in point. American and Israeli poli-
cies differ in their stance toward Islamic countries. The Israeli 
intelligence services have every reason to suspect that not all 
intelligence on Islamic countries collected by American intel-
ligence is passed to Israel. If an opportunity arises, or can be 
created, to steal some of that denied information, the only thing 
that will stop such theft is the CI judgment of the likelihood 
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of getting caught. Pollard got caught, and the American press 
and American politicians were noisily indignant that this little 
country of Israel, to which the United States had given so much 
money, would return such generosity by acting like Jean Valjean 
in Victor Hugo’s novel Les Misérables and stealing the good 
priest’s candlesticks.

Let such righteous indignation be reserved for the press and 
the politicians. It has no place in the thinking of a CI officer, 
who must work in the real world.

Future Changes in National Policy

Today’s friends may be tomorrow’s enemies. It is not so long 
since the British were aligned with the Russians against the 
French, and later with the Russians and the French against the 
Germans. The United States was hostile to France as recently 
as the period of Maximilian in Mexico, and toward Britain as 
recently as the American Civil War. Britain’s Italian allies in 
World War I became Britain’s enemies in World War II, and 
are now again allies in NATO.

But when a nation’s foreign policy changes radically, the 
membership of its bureaucracy changes less and slowly. Old 
liaison relationships tend to survive, with obvious implications 
for penetration operations.

The Desire to Monitor

An investor with much of her capital tied up in a firm likes to 
know what goes on in that firm. She feels more secure if she has 
a member of the firm’s management telling her how business 
goes from day to day, what executive decisions are being made, 
what the cash flow ledger looks like, and what the personnel 
problems are. So a CI service, whose capital is its information, 
sometimes likes to have a penetration in a liaison service in 
order to keep an eye on the internal workings of that service. 
You will feel this desire most strongly when you have reason to 
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174 o+ Using “Friendly” Services

suspect that your partner service is penetrated or is practicing 
poor security.

The Itch to Meddle

I have never known a service that was satisfied with the way 
another service was being run. The closer the liaison relation-
ship, the stronger is the urge to improve the management of 
the other service. Most attempts to influence the other people’s 
management take the form of earnest advice, exhortation, and 
an exchange of think pieces. But sometimes you will succumb to 
the thought that if you only had your own person in there, you 
could make things better. But do be careful. Unless the liaison 
service you try to penetrate is so incompetent that it’s not worth 
liaising with, it is probably good enough to catch you out, and 
when you get caught trying to recruit a friendly liaison partner, 
you will have one hell of a flap on your hands. The professionals 
in the target service may understand and grin a little, but (1) the 
target country’s politicians, (2) your own politicians, and (3) the 
world press will be merciless. Liaison may even be suspended 
for a while.
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