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Spy Capitalism
Itek and the CIA

Jonathan E. Lewis

This book describes the
birth, life and death of a

company that ceased to exist
more than a decade ago. The
story told is a powerful one,
with many implications for
today’s technical and political
world.

Itek is well known as the
company that developed and
built the CORONA, the first
operational satellite camera
reconnaissance system. In the
optical community of the
1960s and 1970s, the com-
pany was recognized as the
employer of perhaps the
strongest and most varied
contingent of scientists and
engineers in the field of
optics. It also walked a
tightrope between a secret
world of meeting the govern-
ment’s needs and a public
world represented by the
stock market and the invest-
ment community. The story
of how the company came to
be, and why it came to an end,
makes fascinating reading.

In the 1960s the Cold War
was hot, and East and West
were in a stand-off that
threatened to explode at any
time into a civilization-end-
ing disaster. In the United

States there was suspicion of
the intentions of the Soviet
Union, along with the very
real fear that it would deploy
its nuclear bombs and mis-
siles. To ascertain the extent of
the threat, the U.S. govern-
ment sought a means to pho-
tograph the denied areas of
the U.S.S.R. The search for a
method of verifying the state
of preparedness of the Soviet
military complex is an inspir-
ing tale that describes some of
the most intense and success-
ful engineering work ever 
carried out.

At that time images were
still acquired and produced
using photographic film.
Video sensors did not have
the sensitivity or pixel count
necessary to provide useful
images from space. Com-
puters and digital storage
existed but were very primi-
tive compared to today’s tech-
nology. The capability to
launch and retrieve space
vehicles was speculative at
best. A satellite camera was a
combination of diffraction-
limited optics, high resolution
photographic film and incre-
dible mechanical systems that
mated the components.

Spy Capitalism describes
the business history of Itek,
with some references to the
exciting and unique technical
accomplishments of the engi-
neers and scientists who
developed the first operating
reconnaissance satellite. The
book does not comprehen-
sively review the technical
aspects of that program, but
the details can be found in
other texts. Three fairly recent
books that provide back-
ground on the CORONA sys-
tem as well as a broad picture
of other developments in the
field are The Secret Empire,
The Wizards of Langley and
Eye in the Sky: The Story of
the CORONA Spy Satellites.

The basic sources used by
author Jonathan Lewis in
writing Spy Capitalism were
the business records and
meeting memoranda retained
by the Laurence Rockefeller
organization, the principal
financial investor involved in
starting Itek. Lewis supple-
mented this data base
through lengthy interviews
with the principals involved
in the company. He manages
to blend this mix of informa-
tion into a lively saga of the
growth and demise of a
unique organization.

Public identity, 
secret goals
Although the public premise
underlying Itek’s founding
was innovation in infor-
mation management, an
advanced concept for the late
1950s, the actual activity that
took place, the design and
manufacture of the first suc-
cessful satellite reconnaissance
system, was carried out in
strict secrecy. The discrepancy
between publicly expressed
goals and secret objectives was
a continuing problem that
would eventually lead to the
undoing of the company,
despite the fact that it was
successful in its original pur-
pose beyond all reasonable
expectations. Itek’s manage-
ment served two masters: on
one hand, a stock market that
salivated at the prospect of
the mysterious “information
handling” products that were
promised; on the other hand,
a government program that
was desperately needed to
confer on the United States
the upper hand in dealing
with the Soviet Union.

Itek’s public façade was the
development of new products
that would revolutionize the
manner in which informa-
tion, especially graphic infor-
mation, was handled, sorted

and exploited. The articles
and press releases that were
provided at the time failed 
to give any specifics, largely
because there were none.
Although it was the technical
success of the company in
creating satellite cameras that
yielded its profits, the major-
ity of its research expendi-
tures were poured into efforts
to develop products that
never came to fruition. There
was clearly an element of
delusion in the minds of the
early Itek executives, especially
founding president Richard
Leghorn. The book describes
his acquisitions of larger com-
panies that could market the
unspecified developments yet
to come from Itek research.
The reader will have to reach
his or her own conclusions
about the motivations of
Leghorn and his associates,
but the acquisition approach
appears to be a consequence
of their failure to have a real
plan for growth. The absence
of a plan provoked a series 
of panicked responses to the
desire of the stock market to
see increasing profits.

Turf wars
Itek’s demise was ultimately
caused by a management
decision that with hindsight
appears quite foolish, but at
the time appeared to be a
courageous attempt to assert
individual control over the
future of satellite imaging sys-
tems. Creation of the com-
pany had originally been
fueled by the founders’ ability
to obtain an inside track in
the procurement process
surrounding the first secret
reconnaissance system, and
Itek’s engineers rose to the
occasion magnificently, taking
the lead in creation of a tech-
nology that had not existed
before. At the outset, the U.S.
government did not have 
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in-house scientific capabilities
sufficient to manage its own
development activities. But 
as the success of CORONA 
continued, the CIA and the
Air Force began to develop
their own in-house technical
capabilities and to manage
future system development
more directly. This led to a
prolonged turf war between
the Air Force and the CIA,
which led each to plan its own
approach to bigger and better
satellite imaging systems. Itek
responded by taking on devel-
opment tasks for both, creat-
ing two designs with different
characteristics. This was an
example of healthy competi-
tion in that it resulted in some
excellent and very advanced
satellite camera technology.
Unfortunately for Itek, the
politics of the situation
became significant when it
came time to select the con-
tractor who would build the
successor system to CORONA.

The “satellite camera wars”
are well described in the
book, which dramatically
recounts the events that took
place as the CIA pushed for
more control and Itek pushed
back by stating its unwilling-
ness to be driven by a scan
angle requirement that effec-
tively defined the form of the
system. The CIA customer
insisted that Itek management
state which of the systems had
the optimum approach, but
since the company had two
competent sets of engineers
working on both systems in-
house, it had difficulty in
making a definitive commit-
ment to either one. After a set
of remarkable, confronta-
tional meetings, Itek was told
to pack up the technology for
the CIA-funded system and
ship it to Perkin-Elmer. The
competition was ultimately
dominated by the CIA, and
Itek was effectively closed out

of future system development
and manufacture.

Although it participated
in some future satellite 
programs Itek never won
another major system con-
tract. Its failure to live up to
stock market expectations
further diminished the com-
pany’s options, and a decline
in its fortunes occurred, lead-
ing eventually to its acquisi-
tion by Litton in the 1980s,
followed by the sale of its
assets to Hughes, and later to
Raytheon, in the late 1990s.

Itek’s demise
The research into information
handling systems diminished
and effectively disappeared
after Leghorn was forced out
of the company, largely as a
result of a revolt by those in
the satellite systems division
who had actually been carry-
ing Itek financially through
the failed attempts to become
a player in the commercial
information handling market.
The company’s optical and
mechanical engineering capa-
bility continued to be strong,
and it actively developed new
ideas in airborne cameras 
and other space systems.
Eventually, that capability 
was broken up, some portions
of the company moving into
the Perkin-Elmer/Hughes/
Raytheon/Goodrich business
orbits. The aerial camera
business that had been techni-
cally successful kept the name
Itek for a while, but today no
specific Itek entity survives.
(An informal inquiry as to
who actually owns the Itek
name today resulted in a
response along the lines of,
“We don’t really know, but if
you try to use it somebody’s
lawyers will likely object!”)
The spirit of the company
remains strong: there is even
an active Itek alumni group
which meets every couple of
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Biomedical Optical
Biopsy
Classic Reprints 
on CD-ROM,Vol. 2
R.R. Alfano and B.R. Masters, eds.

A truly remarkable com-
pendium of original

work, organized in a readable fashion and containing sufficient
references to enable readers to follow up on the contributions
they find most interesting. The history of the development of
the field of photon migration is explored in the context of an
overview that also covers the latest topics in Raman biopsy and
time-resolved techniques. The compendium, too large to list in
its entirety, also includes molecular beacons and multiphoton
technology, familiarity with which is a must for those in the
field who wish to broaden their knowledge and neophytes who
want to get started in any one of the multiplicity of technolo-
gies listed. This volume will certainly be an essential for the
bookshelf of the working scientist, the historian of develop-
ments and the student entering the field.

Optical Society of America, 2003; OSA member price: $120 (CD-ROM); list
price: $150. Review by Britton Chance, Department of Biochemistry and
Biophysics, University of Pennsylvania.

years to relive the excitement
of the Itek days.

The book closes out the
story of Itek as it failed as a
business entity. The author’s
stated intent in doing the
research was to see what
lessons could be learned from
the attempt to develop a 
government-controlled com-
mercial entity that might be
applicable to the contempo-
rary CIA approach of found-
ing “In-q-tel” to stimulate
commercial development of
technologies important to
future government needs.
There are likely some useful
lessons here, but the world 
is different today. The
CORONA program consisted
of 145 launches over a 12-year
period. The government
bureaucracy is now so
unwieldy that a program
development effort leading to

a first launch is often mea-
sured in decades, not years.

In summary, Itek and the
satellite programs of the
1960s and 1970s were an
exciting part of the world of
optical engineering. I know
because I spent a decade at
Itek. Interested readers can
obtain the flavor of those days
by reading this book. A full
appreciation of the history of
the work done at Itek at the
time will require reference to
the other books mentioned.

Yale University Press, 2002; $40.
Review by Robert R. Shannon, retired
professor and past director of the
Optical Sciences Center, University of
Arizona. Robert Shannon worked at
Itek from 1959 to 1969. He can be
reached by e-mail at rshannon@ u.ari-
zona.edu.
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