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Julian Fisher was born in what has been called the poorest postcode in Britain: B16 in inner-city Birmingham. His youth was marred by tragedy, severe emotional challenges and self-inflicted injury. But, while in hospital, conversations with a brave and extraordinary Iranian refugee altered forever his outlook on life. Her story sparked in Julian an ardent determination to strive for academic, personal and professional fulfilment.

He overcame long odds to win a place at Oxford University, where he read PPE. Subsequently, he embarked on a varied career, quickly spurning the financial sector to work for the government in the field of international relations. Moving back into the private sector, he worked for a global private security company in various challenging locations, before founding his own private intelligence boutique, specialising in Africa. In 2017, he was lead trainer on the Channel 4 series Spies.

Julian divides his time between the Welsh Borders, south London and Cape Town. But, for him, home is where the hound is.




Praise for Think Like a Spy

‘If I were a young graduate looking to gain an advantage in the workplace, this is the first book I would turn to. Part memoir, part tutorial, Think Like A Spy is as close as readers are likely to get to the secrets of intelligence recruitment. A fascinating and instructive guide’

Charles Cumming, bestselling author of BOX 88

‘Think Like a Spy is an indispensable guide to influencing and persuading others. Fisher has walked the talk. In it, he shows you how to apply the secret techniques used by spies the world over to achieve your goals in both your personal and professional life’

Scott Walker, kidnap-for-ransom negotiator and Sunday Times bestselling author of Order Out of Chaos

‘A veritable treasure trove of intelligence gems … an espionage tradecraft handbook from an authentic insider’

Nigel West, intelligence historian

‘Fisher deftly guides us into a secret world, then demythologises it, illuminating how the ordinary can achieve the extraordinary. The world’s second-oldest profession, he reveals in this thrilling account of human behaviour, was not built on betrayal and blackmail, as Hollywood fantasists would have it, but the not-so-dark art of influence and alliance building. Fisher gives us the tools we need to achieve our goals and live a life of adventure and intrigue. Spies, he teaches, are made not Bourne’

Tyler Maroney, author of The Modern Detective: How Corporate Intelligence Is Reshaping the World

‘For anyone looking to grasp the art of persuasion, interpersonal skills and alliances, Fisher’s book belongs in your back pocket. Peppered with case studies and personal anecdotes, Think Like a Spy is at once instructive, insightful and entertaining’

I. S. Berry, author of The Peacock and the Sparrow
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Author’s note

The professional and personal anecdotes in this book are all based on actual events. However, in order to protect those involved and to respect confidentiality, certain key details have been changed, including amalgamating events and characters where appropriate. Any similarity between composite characters and real people is accidental. Dialogue exchanges are not verbatim, nor should they be treated as such.




To Amanda and Tim, loving allies still,

even in the chasm of their absence.
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Stop!

And think.

I know you have just picked up this book. But I’d like you to put it down again. Just for a minute or two. And please spend that time thinking about the following question.

What do spies do?

Ignore the obvious answers: spies work in the shadows; they deal in secrets; they conduct covert operations. All true. But not very helpful.

I want you to think about the gritty details. Who are these spies? What do they do in the shadows? Why do they deal in secrets? Where and when do they conduct operations?

And, crucially, how do they set about their work?

Discard the Hollywood stereotypes. The superheroes of the screen bear few resemblances to their off-screen counterparts. Spies are made, not Bourne. As we shall see. And you can make yourself in their image.

But, before we set off on that journey together, I invite you once again to set down this book for a few moments and ask yourself:

What do spies really do?

Then, when you are ready, turn the page. There I’ll explain why I think the answer to that question is more remarkable than any novel or movie can hope to portray.




Introduction

A spy does something extraordinary.

She travels abroad, often under cover, to hostile territories. Once in-country, she engages with senior political, military and legal personnel. Some of them, she peels off from their professional settings and draws them into close, personal friendships. Over time, she focuses on the most promising of these relationships and deepens them, strengthening the bonds of mutual trust and understanding. Then, after careful assessment and with exquisite timing, she strikes.

When the right day comes, she sits down with one of her new friends, somewhere quiet, unobtrusive and relaxing. A plush hotel restaurant, perhaps, or a park bench on a balmy summer’s evening. She pours him a glass of wine, soothes any nerves he may have and settles him into an easy rhythm of attentive conversation. She reads his body language and listens intently to his words, her emotional antennae attuned only to him. Her sense of time, place and occasion heightened but her posture relaxed and her facial features open. And, as the evening mellows and the edges of the day begin to soften, she asks him to do something for her.

She asks him to betray his country.

* * *

She asks him to work for her, to become her willing partner in the world’s second oldest profession: espionage.

He hesitates, of course. But it is only hesitation, not refusal. She has opened the narrow window of agent-recruitment and all that remains is for him to climb through it and join her on the other side. Her side.

Eyes on him throughout, she explains what it will mean. That he will be expected to get hold of secret information about his country’s political, military and economic plans and to share it with her. That he will help her to undermine his country’s national security in support of her country’s interests. He will be breaking the law, of course. And, if caught, he may be subject to frightening sanctions: public shame; imprisonment; torture, maybe. Execution, in some countries.

And she is honest with him about the risks. If it all goes wrong, he will need to rely on his wits to survive. She will do what she can to help. But she is a visitor in his country and there will be limits to what she can do. At the worst and most threatening of times, when his heart is pounding, his mouth is dry and his innards have turned to icy liquid, he will have to manage on his own. Because that is the life of the traitor.

All this she asks of him as the buzz of unconcerned conversation around them fades to a hiss in his ears.

And he says, ‘Yes’.

* * *

Yes, despite knowing the consequences of failure. Despite knowing Oleg Penkovsky’s fate, for example.

Visitors to the Spyscape centre in Manhattan1 learn about Penkovsky, a CIA asset in the 1960s and ‘the most important spy of the Cold War’.1 An officer in the GRU (the Soviet military intelligence organisation), he provided intelligence concerning Russian military capabilities that proved crucial during the Cuban missile crisis. This intelligence gave President Kennedy ‘the confidence to pursue a diplomatic solution to the crisis, backed up by a naval blockade’.2 His actions led the CIA to give him the codename HERO. But his heroism was seen as treachery by the Soviets, who may have discovered his actions through a tip-off from a Soviet source from the West. Whatever the reason for his uncovering, he was to die an ignominious death. Most reports note that he was given a show-trial in Russia and shot to death on 16 May 1963. Other, more gory accounts suggest he may have been tied to a stretcher and fed, while conscious, into a crematorium furnace. Either way, the whereabouts of his remains are unknown.

Yes, despite knowing the story of Robert Hanssen, an FBI agent who turned to work for the Russians, selling them countless classified US documents. He is described by Spyscape as the Soviets’ ‘superspy’.3 No doubt his KGB handlers considered him a hero. But the US authorities disagreed: on his discovery in 2001, they sentenced him to fifteen life terms in prison, with no possibility of early release. At least his guilty pleas spared Hanssen the death penalty. But they robbed him of the remainder of his life, nonetheless. He was to die in prison in June 2023. Retribution is not the preserve of any one side in the game of espionage.

Yes, despite knowing what happened to Joe Fenton, shot in the head by the Provisional IRA’s so-called ‘nutting squad’ in 1989, on suspicion of acting as an agent for the British Army during the ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland.4 And to others such as Alexander Litvinenko and Sergei Skripal, apparently hunted down by ruthless Russian hit-squads on suspicion of being enemies of the state. Death by poisoning or a life forever on the run: hardly an appealing choice.1

Despite knowing all of this, and more, he says ‘yes’.

* * *

Unthinkable, isn’t it? That an ordinary person – for spies are ordinary people too – could persuade someone to risk everything in such a way. To jeopardise their reputation, their freedom, their life, in the service of another country’s national interests.

That’s what I thought in 1989, during my first year at university, when I first started to ponder the world of espionage.

I was moved to do so by footage of thousands of East Germans storming the Berlin Wall on 9 November that year. The Berlin Wall! That symbol of the Cold War, of communist oppression, that had stood since well before I was born, for twenty-eight years; 10,316 days. The Berlin Wall! That barrier to humanity, that had seemed impenetrable for the first eighteen years of my life. I watched in awe that cold November evening as East Berliners, freed after decades of Soviet tyranny, took pick hammers and chisels to the concrete and chipped away at the standing horror of it.

Just days before, the wall had been protected by the Deutsche Volkspolizei (German People’s Police, commonly known as VoPos), an organisation that numbered up to a quarter of a million officers. They had used deadly force to prevent the citizens of East Germany escaping across or under the Wall. More than six hundred would-be escapees were shot or killed in other ways between 1961 and 1988.1 Behind the VoPos stood the Stasi, the sprawling Ministry of State Security, dedicated to identifying, arresting or killing ‘enemies of the state’, including those brave souls who reported to western intelligence services. By 1989, the Stasi was a fearsome force, with some 274,000 employees.2 This was a truly intimidating environment, in which the west’s spies were expected to make just the sorts of recruitments described above. And in which recruited agents were always only a whisper away from betrayal by the Stasi’s network of neighbourhood informers.

To me, back then, the idea of such recruitments was unimaginable. But they were happening. There, in East Berlin, and elsewhere, in other hostile operating environments. And they were being made by people like me. And like you.

What I couldn’t know, at that time, was that ordinary people can be trained in a suite of skills and techniques which – when deployed in a structured, conscious way – enables them to achieve the unimaginable. It would certainly never have occurred to me that, already and unknowingly, I had absorbed some of the lessons learned by new intelligence officers. And I would have laughed at anyone who suggested that I had already applied those lessons, to take me further in life than I had ever expected to travel. This was something I came to realise much later. That realisation led me to recognise something else: that everyone can be taught to think like a spy, thereby transforming their lives.

And that epiphany led me to write the book that you are holding now.

* * *

I was born in the poorest postcode in the UK: B16, in inner-city Birmingham.

There was no shortage of privilege. I had amazing, intelligent, musical, loving parents. I was surrounded by books and music. And, as my late mother used to say, I had won the lottery of life, being born a white male in England. I won’t deny that. But perhaps I didn’t get all six numbers and the bonus ball.

My early years were tough. It was the 1970s, money was tight for everyone and I was the fifth of seven children. I still have vivid flashbacks to the smell of my older brother Tim’s holey socks, worn against the cold, as we lay head to toe in our shared bed. All seven of us were educated at home until the age of eleven. In practice, this meant lessons in the morning with Mum, before sloping off to trespass on the playing fields that belonged to the nearby Mitchells & Butlers Brewery. There, we were joined by local truants, to play raggedy games of football or forage for unripe apples that made our stomachs ache.

My first day at ‘big school’ – a sink comprehensive in a nearby suburb – thrilled me. I looked forward to learning and to making friends. But I returned home to hear that, while I had been sitting my streaming tests, my beautiful, talented, clever sister Amanda had jumped to her death from the window of her psychiatric hospital. She was twenty. I stood in the lino-ed kitchen, a half-dried coffee mug in one hand and a tea towel in the other, stupefied by the words I had heard from my mother but could barely comprehend. I saw the room before me become two, each version tilting through the other, before coming back to a single whole. I looked again and the room was the same. But nothing would ever be the same again. Including me.

After that, school didn’t work for me. I was stumbling through the days in a daze of grief, as though observing the world from the outside. I would hear my fellow pupils and my teachers speak but their words came to me from a distance, as if I was hearing them in that moment of dropping off to sleep in a room full of people. I withdrew from my classmates, which led them to think me aloof. In return they bullied me endlessly, teasing my skinny build and my sporting ineptitude. I didn’t much care at first. Little could hurt me compared to the aching hollowness and desperate helplessness that followed Amanda’s suicide.

Later, though, as the bullying continued, there didn’t seem much point in going to school. There, I would only be taunted by classmates and face stonewalling from teachers who had no clue how to handle a grief-stricken child. So I didn’t go. Not often. I was probably absent as much as I was present, sometimes with my parents’ knowledge, just as often without. Fourteen months after Amanda’s death, while walking myself to school after a two-week absence, dread curdling in my lower stomach, I contrived a way to get out of school altogether.

I stepped into the road, in front of a fast-moving car.

* * *

I find it difficult to write those words. My parents had suffered enough tragedy and, even now, I won’t allow myself to contemplate how they would have felt if I had not survived the impact. But I do not regret the months I spent in hospital, my leg held together by a titanium plate, much of the time encased in plaster of Paris from my chest to my toes. It was a transformative time for me. First, because it taught me that there were many in the world who were much worse off than me. Gavin, an eight-year-old in the bed next to mine, had an incurable condition which meant that his skeleton was not growing fast enough to accommodate his maturing organs. He had been abandoned by his parents and was in the care of his loving grandma, who devoted herself to bringing him to hospital for repeated surgical procedures. His body was a mass of scars and he could move around only with the aid of a miniature Zimmer frame. But the smile never left his face and his optimistic company was a delight.

Second, my extended stay in hospital taught me that I could survive. That I was not the physically weedy, broken reed that I had previously thought myself to be. I had time to read and think about what I wanted from life. I would trawl through old copies of Reader’s Digest, looking for the IQ tests they would periodically publish. Discovering that I had a knack for such quizzes, I concluded that I must be cleverer than I had previously supposed. All this combined to imbue me with renewed strength to face the world and to make my way in it, on my terms.

But the most important lesson I learned was from one of the student nurses who cared for me. Mehr was little more than a child herself, maybe seventeen or eighteen when I met her. I remember the small pools of tears that formed in her eyes as she told me the story of her family’s flight from Iran’s revolution, in 1979. She described hiding in a linen closet, listening to bodies slam against walls and hands slap against faces as Mehr’s father, a medical doctor, was arrested as a counter-revolutionary. All for some unguarded comments he had made earlier that day in a coffee shop. He was not to be heard of again. Her mother and she were helped to leave the country by a distant relative who had managed to keep his job as a border official. The two made their way to Pakistan and, from there, to the UK, with only one small bag of belongings each. They ended up in Birmingham, living in a one-bedroom flat close to my own family home, from where Mehr’s mother eked out a living as a cleaner.

Mehr was determined to help her mother financially, as soon as she was old enough. And she resolved to honour her father by following him into the medical profession. But there was one major obstacle. On arriving in the UK, Mehr spoke very little English. The local authority found her a place at a state school, but there were no Farsi-speaking teachers there and she struggled to make progress. Until she awoke one June morning with an idea already formed in her mind. She asked a teacher to find out which universities offered courses in Farsi and to write letters to their language departments offering free conversation classes for students. A few weeks later, a letter arrived from Daniel, a student who was studying Farsi at the School of Oriental and African Studies in London. He was staying with his parents in Edgbaston, an affluent Birmingham suburb, for the long summer break. Daniel and Mehr met under her mother’s watchful eye and the two became immediate friends. Over the summer of 1980, they got together every day for two hours of conversation, the first in Farsi, the second in English. These encounters gave her the confidence to engage strangers – bus conductors, passers-by, the postman, neighbours – in conversation. By the end of that summer, Mehr was almost fluent in English.

But Daniel’s help did not end there. His father was a well-to-do entrepreneur who worked in Birmingham’s Jewellery Quarter and was involved with the City Council. He had connections in most professional fields and agreed to help Mehr secure a place on a training course to become a State Enrolled Nurse. But, first, she had to pass her school exams, all set in her second language, of course. She failed them first time round and despaired that she would have to abandon her dream of nursing, leave school and find menial work to help her mother. Daniel’s father intervened again. He paid for Mehr to continue conversation classes with his son, while she studied to re-sit her exams, this time successfully.

Mehr called me ‘Ko’, an abbreviation of kocholo, or ‘little one’ in Farsi.

She told me her story sitting on the end of my bed. Afterwards, seeing my astonishment, she wriggled my big toe, where it stuck out beyond the plaster cast, and said, ‘You see, Ko, Daniel and his father were kind people but I could help them too. My father always taught me never to take without giving. So, I gave something to Daniel and, in return, they became my allies.’ She paused. Then, suddenly serious, she spoke again.

‘Allies are the most important things you will need in life,’ she said. ‘Never forget that.’

I never have.

* * *

I emerged from hospital determined to listen and to learn from people around me. To take the lessons I needed and to find the allies required to propel me into a different life. That stay in hospital was a reset for me and Mehr had been the one to press the button. I was not going to let her down.

I learned the skills to forge extraordinary alliances from ordinary people in ordinary jobs, as I will explain in this book. I discovered that, just by listening – even to the most unlikely seeming mentors – we can learn vital lessons in how to navigate the world with more assurance and more success.

In time, the skills I acquired took me to places I had never dared contemplate as a comprehensive schoolboy from inner-city Birmingham: I moved schools, twice, seeking out the one most likely to get me to a good university; I landed a place at an Oxford college, where I was surrounded by the polished products of the best fee-paying schools; I wangled a job with a blue-blooded stockbrokers in the City of London, where I was surrounded by sophisticated aristocratic socialites; I represented the UK abroad, in the Chanceries of two High Commissions; I worked with British military men and mercenaries, advising presidents and prime ministers in fascinating and challenging countries; I fronted a Channel 4 TV series; and I founded my own specialist intelligence company, providing esoteric services to blue-chip clients.

* * *

I am extremely fortunate to have lived – and to continue to live – a life full of adventure, intrigue and interest, despite an unpromising start. I credit this to the skills I absorbed from people around me, from all backgrounds and sometimes in the most unlikely settings.

It wasn’t until much later that I realised I had been, without knowing it, absorbing and applying some of the skills taught to spies all around the world. Skills that enable them to achieve the unthinkable, as described above. And here’s the thing. If I could do that, you can too. So, I invite you to join me on a journey, in which you too will learn to Think Like a Spy.

This will involve examining nine separate skills, grouped under three headings:


• Getting Ready, covering target-profiling, cover and cultivation;

• Getting Together, covering elicitation, motivations and pitching; and

• Staying Together, covering influence, debriefing and detection of deception, and tradecraft.



For each of the nine skills, we shall begin by reviewing how and why they are taught to spies the world over. It is important to note that these skills are used universally: they are not proprietary to any specific national intelligence service; they are employed widely by private intelligence consultancies, such as my own; and the techniques are taught to security and intelligence specialists working for global corporates. You will read stories about the use of the skill in real-world examples, in both intelligence-gathering and personal settings. Perhaps most important, I shall make suggestions about how you, too, can develop and use these skills to improve your chances of personal and professional fulfilment.

But before we get going, it is important that we have a shared understanding of the words and phrases that you will come across repeatedly, as you learn to master the art of influence and build life-changing alliances.




A Note on Terminology

‘Spy’ is an imprecise term.

It is often used to refer to employees of state intelligence agencies, such as the CIA, Mossad or France’s DGSE. Another term for these individuals is ‘intelligence officer’. Equally often, the word ‘spy’ is used for the people recruited by intelligence officers to supply them with secrets. Other terms for this category are ‘agent’, ‘source’ and ‘asset’. Confusingly, though, the word ‘agent’ is used in America interchangeably with ‘intelligence officer’.

To make matters – appropriately – even more murky, intelligence officers have a variety of functions. Some are engaged in intercepting messages sent by electronic means: Signals Intelligence or ‘SIGINT’. Others might spend their time analysing publicly available information, to spot patterns or provide leads for other types of operations: Open-Source Intelligence or ‘OSINT’. Yet others pore over photographs taken from military aircraft or drones: Image Intelligence or ‘IMINT’.

But the category of interest for present purposes is Human Intelligence or ‘HUMINT’. This involves, at the operational sharp end, the type of operation that I outlined in the introduction – identification, cultivation and recruitment of human sources of intelligence. Once such sources have been recruited and have begun supplying a stream of intelligence, other categories of officers get involved: to process, analyse and present the intelligence to interested parties. Everyone involved in this chain of intelligence generation and management may be referred to as a spy.

However, I use the term throughout this book in a very specific manner. I use it solely to refer to the human source intelligence officer who is directly recruiting and running assets on the ground. To make this crystal clear, an alternative title for this book could be ‘Think Like an Intelligence Officer’. Their recruits, I refer to as ‘agents’, never intending that phrase in the American sense (officers of intelligence and law-enforcement agencies). Their colleagues in analysis and distribution of intelligence I refer to as support officers. And we shall not be concerning ourselves here with those agencies or departments involved in SIGINT, OSINT or IMINT, so I shall not trouble you with establishing terminology for them.
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