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(U/ /FOUO~ History Today - 09 January 2009 

Run Dates: 01/09/2009, 01/10/2009, 01/11/2009 

U) In early January 1955, an NSA employee pleaded guilty to an espionage-related 
ffense, the first ever. This led to the first public mentions of NSA, which was only 
little more than two years old. 

~ , ;~ .... f . (U) During World War II, Joseph Petersen had been assigned to cryptanalytic work 
· • ,>~~-7i. {._.~- .,,,,,i in the South Pac1f1c, and had worked with some Dutch cryptanalysts in a , 

... ' cooperative effort against Japanese communications. He apparently formed a close 
, ___ r1endsh1p with one of them. 

~~";, (U) The fnendsh1p remained close after the war, and Petersen conbnued, illegally, 
; t., Ult'"· ') o send his friend class1f1ed documents about cryptologic act1v1t1es. 

~ . . . 
(U) In 1953, when, incidental to an mvest1gat1on of a U.S. Navy officer, security off1c1als learned that 
Petersen had close contacts at the Dutch embassy, they contacted the FBI. Petersen revealed some of 
his act1v1t1es under questioning, and the FBI found class1f1ed documents in his apartment. 

(U) The dec1s1on on whether to prosecute was left to General Ralph Can me, director of NSA. Although 
he was advised to do nothing more than fire Petersen, since a trial might result in the release of 
secrets, Canine chose to prosecute. 

(U) However, the case did not go to trial. Petersen decided to plead guilty. In light of his cooperation 
with the FBI, Petersen was sentenced to only seven years. He was released after four. 

(U) Even without a trial, the case was public knowledge. The Associated Press circulated an article 
about Petersen, describing NSA as an agency that "listens in on the world's radio traffic, both 
conventional messages and coded material." The news service went on to say that NSA had tighter 
secrecy than the CIA, and 1t was "not listed by name either in the Washington directory or in the 
Pentagon phone directory." 

(U) This, incidentally, may be the origin of the canard that NSA was at one time a secret organization. 

(U) Larger view of photo 

(U) Go to the Agency w1k1 to find "History Today" features for last week. 

(U) Like to blog? Want to discuss historical topics with interested -- and interesting -- folks? V1s1t the 
Center for Cryptologic History's new blog, "History Rocks." It does, and you can rock with 1t: v1s1t our 
new site (go history rocks) 

(U) Have a question or comment on "History Today"? Contact us at DL cch or cch@nsa. 
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