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The eavesdroppers: ‘Fallout’ from R&D

Aerospace and military electronics spur two-way 
market in clandestine listening devices
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Washington Editor

Electronic eavesdropping has be
come so widely publicized in recent 
years that it is losing its glamor. 
Television spy serials, popular na
tional magazines and Congressional 
hearings have dispelled the aura of 
mystery that once enveloped the 
field. Today even a schoolboy knows 
that a martini olive, a sugar lump 
or a businessman’s attache case can 
be turned into a mechanical spy— 
old-fashioned spies, by today’s 
standards.

As the technology and market 
grow steadily, technical advances— 
largely “fallout” from research in 
aerospace and military electronics 
—are producing equipment on two 
levels:

1. Highly sophisticated, expen
sive devices for use by professionals 
only. Such devices keep pace with 
the newest developments in mi
crominiaturization, lasers and other 
techniques.

2. Relatively simple equipment 
for the general public. While not as 
expensive as that for professionals, 
it can still be high. In many cases 
the packaging is unique but the cir
cuitry is fairly basic.

An example of highly sophisticat
ed equipment is a transducer micro
phone built on the head of a pin for 
an intelligence agency. Some tele
phone taps, on the other hand, rank 
with relatively crude equipment. 
They are so simple that practically 
anyone can install them.

Great Seal sparked interest

Although the practice of elec
tronic eavesdropping has been 
around for a long time, it was limit
ed for the most part to cloak-and- 
dagger circles.

Then, in 1960, U.S. Ambassador 
Henry Cabot Lodge displayed the 
now well-known Great Seal bug to 

the United Nations as an example 
of Soviet spying on this country. 
With this dramatic revelation, bug
ging became almost a household 
word. Widespread public interest in 
the area has persisted since.

The Great Seal bug was 
presented to the U.S. Embassy in 
Moscow by a Ukranian delegation. 
Its triumph was that it required no 
power source of its own. It had no 
wires that could be discovered, no 
batteries that could wear out. Its 
operation was controlled entirely 
from outside the embassy chancel
lery.

The device, which Soviet agents 
hung within the carved wooden seal 
over the desk of our Ambassador to 
Moscow, was extremely simple. It 
was only a small copper cylinder—a 
can—with a nine-inch copper rod at
tached. The can, carefully turned to 
close tolerances and silver-plated 
for long life, was a sharply tuned 
(high-Q) cavity. The copper rod, 
also silver-plated, terminated inside 
the cavity, with its tip in the form 
of a plate. That plate was coupled 

1. The Great Seal bug eavesdropped successfully in our Moscow embassy.

capacitively with a “tuning post,” 
also inside the can. The tuning post, 
in turn, was capacitively coupled 
with a delicate metal diaphragm, 
three mils thick, that covered the 
can opening.

The can measured 11/16 inch 
long, with an inside diameter of 
0.775 inch. The cavity inductance 
was 1/100 microhenry. The entire 
unit, including the nine-inch anten
na, weighed 1.1 ounces. The opera
tion of the bug was the essence of 
simplicity. An ultra-high-frequency 
signal from a van parked near the 
embassy building would reach the 
device. The bug would reflect the 
signal back to a receiver, after first 
modulating it with sound waves 
from conversations striking its di
aphragm. The sound waves that 
struck the diaphragm caused it to 
move, and that movement changed 
the size of the tuned cavity slightly 
—just enough to modulate the sig
nals effectively.

Tests prove operation

The bug was hidden behind a hol
low in the beak of the eagle carved 
on the Seal. Tests at the State De
partment showed that the device 
worked well in free space but that
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