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cash in again can be irresistible. When Pitts saw the envelope with
the $15,000 in it, he fell hard.

o The FBI failed to pick up on what should have been a clear counter-
intelligence signal. In its debriefings of Pitts, the FBI learned
that the SVR seem uninterested in exploiting Pitts’s access to the
fullest. Granted, his access to classified information had declined,
but he was still an FBI special agent. It was counterintuitive that
the SVR would underutilize and eventually deactivate any FBI
penetration—unless it had something better. The FBI should have
reinvigorated its in-house CI investigation.

Chi Mak

I forgive those who murder and steal because they did it out of
necessity, but a traitor never.

—Emiliano Zapata

Chinese intelligence operations against the United States are effective, but
they are sometimes prone to one of the cardinal sins of espionage: predict-
ability. Every US counterintelligence specialist should study the Chi Mak
case because it provides a template of how the Chinese intelligence ser-
vices like to operate against the US high technology target. Their chosen
method works, so they do the same thing repeatedly: they dispatch Chi-
nese scientists, engineers, and students to the US in the hope that they can
eventually acquire US citizenship, gain employment in the government
or high technology sector, obtain a security clearance, and then, when all
goes well, get access to classified or proprietary information of value to
China. Knowing how the Chinese are stealing our technology is one thing;
stoppingitis another. The onslaught of Chinese spying is so massive that it
overwhelms US counterintelligence capabilities and resources. We should
never underestimate what is going on. We pat ourselves on the back when
we catch a Chi Mak, but the crucial question remains unanswered: How
many other Chinese spies like Chi Mak are out there right now operating
against us with impunity? My guess is dozens, if not hundreds.

Chi Mak was born in China in 1940 and moved to Hong Kong in the
1960s. There is speculation, but no proof, that he was already working for
Chinese intelligence before he moved to Hong Kong. After establishing
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himself in Hong Kong, Chi immigrated to the United States in the late
1970s. Was this part of a master plan? Did Chinese intelligence believe
that Chi could more easily immigrate to the US from a British colony than
from Communist China? The FBI later determined that Chi had lied on
his immigration application forms. What was he hiding? At his trial Chi
admitted that he had been dispatched to the US with the mission of “bur-
rowing in” to US high technology.

After five years of residence in the US, Chi became a naturalized Amer-
ican citizen in 1985. In 1988 he began working as an electrical engineer for
the defense contractor firm Power Paragon of Anaheim, California. Power
Paragon is a company that focuses on the research and development of
advanced propulsion systems and other sensitive technologies for US
Navy submarines and surface ships. Chi quickly gained the reputation of
being a quiet, hardworking, unassuming, and brilliant engineer. It is puz-
zling from a CI standpoint that a recently naturalized Chinese American
was working for a company like Power Paragon, but Chi was presumably
not involved in the most sensitive projects there because his secret US
government security clearance did not come through until 1996. If Chi’s
path to access was orchestrated by Chinese intelligence as far back as the
late 1970s, as I believe it was, his handling by his case officer was brilliant
and remarkably patient. Chi Mak had successfully maneuvered himself
into a fantastic position to serve his Chinese masters.

When I was chief of counterintelligence at the CIA in the early 1990s,
I sometimes briefed CIA and defense contractor firms on counterintel-
ligence threats. I recall going to one company in California where I met
with the director of security, a friend and former CI colleague. I asked him
a question that I knew was politically incorrect but that made sense fora
counterintelligence officer: “How many of your engineers with access to
our sensitive programs are naturalized US citizens born in China?” I was
shocked by his answer of hundreds. He saw my reaction and said, “Jim, I
know what you’re thinking. It is terrible CI. But what would you have us
do? We need engineers, and when we go to the best engineering schools
to recruit them, what do we find? Chinese.”

Power Paragon was a damaging place for a Chinese spy to be. Deliver-
ing sensitive US Navy technologies to the Chinese could change the stra-
tegic balance in East Asia. With Chi Mak’s help, the Chinese navy could
accelerate its modernization program and present a more menacing chal-
lenge to US Navy forces in the region. Chi was collecting and delivering
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