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Secrets, Spies, & Military Ties: The Life and 

Times of a Former C.I.A. Agent 

Muriel Spanholtz sits patiently on a white, plastic lawn chair on the small stoop in front of 

her home in Coppell, Texas. She’s wearing a red sweater, pale-green slacks, and white sneakers. A 

knit pouch containing a magnifying glass hangs around her neck. Her hair is quaffed into something 

resembling white cotton candy peaks. Muriel is waiting for her friend Savie Kleinerman, 84, to drive 

her and a guest to Thursday’s arts and crafts class at the Coppell Senior Center. 

At first glance, Ms. Spanholtz looks like any other octogenarian, but beneath the deep 

wrinkles and puffy white hair lies a lioness-a ferociously independent and ambitious former agent 

of the C.I.A., who broke the gender barriers of the U.S. government spy agency during the 1950’s. 

Engaged in high level espionage in Tokyo, Singapore, and other exotic locations that would make 

James Bond jealous, she kept even her mother, who lived in Brooklyn, in the dark about her 

clandestine activities overseas. Today she declines to discuss the specific details of her spy-work for 

the C.I.A. “That’s classified,” she says to her guest.  

Since birth, Muriel’s life has been marked by drama. She was born in New York the week of 

the stock market crash in 1929. That seminal event, which brought an end to the carefree roaring 

twenties, shaped Muriel in profound ways. During a time of widespread unemployment, she 

believed the best route for a woman to succeed was through education. She attended Adelphi 

University in 1947to pursue a teaching degree.  

Graduating in 1951, Muriel went to work not as a teacher, but as an office clerk for the 

Equival Life Assurance of the United States. Though she liked her job, her lofty ambitions 

quickly bumped up the glass ceiling. “It was a very nice place, very interesting, but at the time 

it was a man’s company, and men were the first people looked upon for a promotion,” she 

says. 

Her older brother, Edward, who lived in Washington D.C., urged Muriel to apply for a 

government job, where the glass ceiling wasn't so thick. The first job that she applied for was at the 

C.I.A., where her brother also recommended that she deliberately fail the agency's typing test, so 

she wouldn't get stuck behind a desk. 

Savie arrives in front of Muriel’s home in a white Impala and apologizes for being so late. 

“It’s not a problem; the wait was nothing,” Muriel assured her. Much of Muriel’s life at the C.I.A. had 

been marked by waiting. After taking and failing the C.I.A. typing test, Muriel recalls having to wait 

three weeks before she was even called down to the C.I.A. headquarters in Washington. After 

getting the job, she sometimes had to wait hours for her brother to pick her up after work. She 

passed the time in a nearby drugstore. Spanholtz jokes, “I bought a lot of earrings in that 

drugstore; I still have some of them!”  
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All of Muriel’s waiting finally paid off. She received her first C.I.A. assignment in 

1955. Then and now the Central Intelligence Agency is divided into three distinct 

departments: administration and security, intelligence, and covert operations. Muriel was 

assigned to the China desk handling covert operations, at a time when America felt 

threatened by the spread of China’s communism.  

Muriel recalls a particular dinner party, hosted by the C.I.A., where a Chinese-

American offered to be her escort. Muriel remembers telling her sister in-law about her 

escort and how shocked she was when she found out he was a Chinese American, at a time 

when China was regarded as one of America’s worst enemies. “Oh my god, your brother 

will die; you’re going out with a Chinese man!” she told Muriel. 

When her escort arrived to pick her up that evening, her sister-in-law and everyone 

in the family rushed to the bannister to catch a glimpse of him. Muriel was amused by her 

family’s reaction, saying she had a “lovely evening.” She had an enjoyable night with her 

escort, though that didn’t prevent Muriel from spying on the Chinese. 

Her job required her to stay on top of foreign threats by keeping tabs on Chinese 

political developments, analyzing patterns of government officials and organizations’ 

movements to offer the US insight to their foreign counterpart. “Dentist offices were very 

good places for dead drops; a spot to leave packages for people to pick up. They were so 

inconspicuous,” Muriel recollects, declining to say what was in them. She learned to break 

Chinese telecodes and keep track of foreign officials’ travels, pulling the information 

together to provide objective assessments for senior advisors and intelligence directors. 

While working on the China desk, tracking and assessing activities of foreign 

officials overseas, Muriel had to deal with some tricky domestic issues too. For example 

Muriel met two women, Virginia Surrey and Shirley Sims, who shared a small flat 

downtown. Shirley decided to leave Washington and head home to pursue a master’s 

degree.  Virginia asked Muriel if she wanted to take Shirley’s place in the apartment and 

share the rent. Muriel quickly accepted the offer, in order to be closer to work and closer to 

a more exciting social life in downtown Washington D.C. But, moving into a one bedroom 

apartment made for a strange arrangement says Muriel.  Her co-workers teased her. “They 

would ask me, ‘Muriel, how do you know who sleeps on the couch?’ and I would say, ‘well, 

whoever comes home last and sees their blankets on the sofa’. Or they’d say, ‘Who cooks 

dinner?’ and I’d tell them, ‘Usually whoever gives up first’.  

As Savie turns the car out of the neighborhood and onto the main road, passing by 

modern suburban brick houses with white fences and groves of shady oak trees, Muriel 

gazes wistfully down at the grey leather steering wheel. Muriel claims one of the hardest 

parts about the long jump from 50 to 80, was giving up her driver’s license due to her poor 
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vision. While she is able to see peripherally and can make out words in large print, 

Spanholtz is nearly blind, and depends on her obliging son Charles or friends like Savie to 

sustain her busy social life.  

Though her sight is failing, Muriel’s memory is clear as ever.  She remembers, as if it 

was it was yesterday, when she was first offered the opportunity to work overseas in 

Tokyo, Japan. That was in 1957. Excited about the opportunity to work in what she 

regarded as an exotic locale, she remembers calling her mother to tell her the news of her 

travels. Her mother exclaimed, “Muriel, you haven’t even seen all of the U.S. yet, and now 

you’re going off to Tokyo!” 

“I’m sorry mother, but no one will pay for me to see the U.S., but they’ll pay to take 

me to Japan”, Muriel recalls. As she stepped off the plane and set foot in “the land of the 

rising sun,” a C.I.A. agent, Daniel Alhimook, was waiting to pick her up. Alhimook, who 

could speak everything from Russian, to Slavic, to Japanese, was known for his charm. 

Daniel had to leave a dinner party early to pick up Muriel at the airport. However, Muriel’s 

plane didn’t arrive until nearly midnight, and the dinner party host was not happy at all 

with Daniel’s absence. She never let Muriel forget how Daniel’s picking her up at the airport 

ruined her evening. 

Spanholtz spent two years pinning photos of Chinese officials deemed threats to the 

United States on her C.I.A. bulletin board at the Tokyo headquarters. Her spy-work was 

both exciting and exhausting; Muriel’s outlet was travel.  During one vacation in southern 

Japan, Muriel and a friend decided to climb Mt. Fuji-a dangerous climb her mother told her 

explicitly not to do.  “We got a guide and climbed it mostly at night, because it was too hot 

in the day time,” Muriel says.  “The goal is to try and reach the top to see the sunrise, which 

is beautiful. When you come back down, you go down a hardened lava slide, and all the dust 

and ash from the lava gets all over your slacks... then you really need a bath.”  

Uneasy with the idea of using the nearby rest station for predominantly male U.S. 

Army troops and government personnel, the two women took the recommendation of a 

young bike messenger of a place to stay for the night. Placing their bags on his bicycle, they 

followed the boy to a junkshop with rooms for rent on the upper floor. The next morning 

when Muriel went down to the washroom, she opened the door to find a burly, American 

man shaving at the sink and looking quite surprised to find an American woman in such a 

place. “And that’s the time we stayed overnight in a brothel”, Muriel laughs.  

The incident, however, didn’t keep Spanholtz from exploring more of Japan and 

interacting with the locals. During her short time off from the agency, she taught English 

classes to Japanese students, some of which were prominent businessmen. The executive 

directors of the Mitsubishi Company later requested she give them special lessons at their 
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private club. Muriel accepted the offer under the terms that her services would still leave 

her a flexible schedule.  

At the car club, Muriel found the group of red-faced Mitsubishi men celebrating the 

engagement of one of its directors to the daughter of a well-known hotel mogul in South 

Japan. The daughter was also Roman Catholic, and the couple was planning both a church 

wedding and Japanese Shinto service. The Mitsubishi directors hired Muriel to accompany 

them to the church and explain the ceremony. Muriel remembers turning heads at a U.S. 

R&R center, stopping in shortly before the wedding with the group of Japanese car tycoons. 

At the time most Americans viewed the Japanese with trepidation, deeming them spies or 

threats to political efforts abroad. Muriel admits, “It must have been quite a sight to see one 

American woman with a whole little group of Japanese men”. 

In exchange for leading the Mitsubishi directors through the Roman Catholic service, 

they invited Ms. Spanholtz to also attend the Shinto ceremony held in the esteemed Fujia 

Hotel. As the only non-Japanese woman in attendance, she distinctly remembers turning 

the wedding book sideways to write her regards to the bride and groom in English. With 

the eyes of several Japanese men on her, Muriel also discovered she was the only woman in 

the room in Western garb, clad in a blue dress with a cutout at the nape. She later learned 

that the back of the neck was and is the most erotic place on a woman’s body in Japanese 

culture.  

At the end of her run in Tokyo in 1959, Muriel decided to do a last bit of traveling 

through Southeast Asia before heading home to the states, stopping in Bangkok, Saigon, 

Singapore, and Manila. Today her home in Coppell, Texas is a time capsule, containing a 

myriad of trinkets, art, and photographs from her travels through the Far East. 

The white Impala pulls up in front of a grand, stone-covered building, with immense, 

sparkling windows and a luscious landscape of fall colors. Instead of parking in a 

handicapped spot, Muriel insists that they walk. Following what seems like a trek through 

the parking lot, they enter the building through its pristine glass doors, and are greeted by 

several seniors, rushing up to hug them and shake their hands. Muriel eagerly takes her 

and Savie’s guest on a short tour of the building.  

She stops first at the exercise room, which has a few treadmills, a Nordic Track, and 

other small weight machines. Spanholtz doesn’t use the equipment here, instead preferring 

to do a lighter series of exercises at her home and swim in her pool to stay fit. She returns 

to the tour, pointing out other areas of interest, including the billiards room, checkers 

tables, large auditorium, and her favorite spot: the coffee lounge. While doing 

administration work for seven men in one office during her early days at the agency, Muriel 
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recalls learning to drink coffee every way imaginable; a talent she remains proud of and 

eager to share. 

In the center of the non-descript, grey-walled arts and crafts room, stand two 

butcher-paper covered tables-one surrounded by blue plastic chairs and the other slowly 

being filled with different types of casserole dishes and baked goods. Along the back 

counter lays last week’s pumpkin decoupage craft. 

 The arts and crafts attendees are a mix of women in their late 50’s to 80’s.  A 

middle-aged woman with greying blonde hair pulls out a half-finished shawl on the end of a 

pair of crochet hooks. She meticulously begins working on her garment, the other ladies 

fawning over the beauty and craftsmanship of the crocheted piece. Muriel whispers, “I can’t 

do a lot of the crafts like that, because of my eyesight. I mostly come for the socializing. At 

my age, you take every chance you get to go out and be with people”. 

Arlene, a thin, browned haired woman with oval glasses and a holiday themed 

sweater, sits down across from Muriel. She excitedly asks Spanholtz’s guest, “How many 

stories has Muriel told you? She’s definitely an interesting character, if I’ve ever met one. 

Did she tell you she once met the prime minister of Singapore?” Arlene and Muriel share a 

unique bond, as the two women both spent time living in Singapore during the 1960’s.  

“I didn’t know him, Arlene, my husband knew him,” Muriel corrects.  

“Through military work?” her guest probes.  

“No, he used to stop at the same bar my husband went to!” laughs Muriel. 

“Wasn’t he a great prime minister though?” says Arlene. 

“Lee Kwuan Yew was an excellent minister for the time. He even promised to put a 

stand pipe in every street, so everyone would have access to fresh water. Even 

though a lot of people feared the communists were going to take over Singapore, we 

were positive Kwuan Yew would win the election.” Muriel reminisces. 

To continue her covert duties and fill in on administration for the agency, Muriel 

was sent to Singapore in 1961; an assignment she regards as truly auspicious.  Muriel 

exclaims, “The other option was Surabaya, Indonesia, which is out on the ends of the Earth 

and no one’s there!” In Singapore, Spanholtz dealt with domestic issues once again.   

She remembers the initial difficulty of finding a hospitable place to live, eventually 

settling on a small fifth floor apartment that presented her with a number of new 

challenges. “When I first moved in, I had to call the city council, because the water had not 
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been turned on. I later discovered that the pipes that were labeled five ran to the fourth 

floor, and the fourth floor pipes ran to the fifth!” she exclaims.  

The buffet on the back table is fully set-up, and the women make their way around 

it, filling their plates with different casseroles, dips, cakes, and cookies. There won’t be any 

new craft project started today; instead it’s a birthday celebration for two ladies in their 

late 70’s. “At our age you have to take every opportunity to celebrate, even the small 

things,” Muriel says, helping herself to an herbaceous smelling bowl of vegetable soup.  

While her main focus was on her clandestine activities, Muriel spent her leisure time 

in Singapore celebrating life abroad. She recalls vividly the memories of the many 

afternoon jazz parties held at her boss, Ed Barbier’s, grand home and a particular Chinese 

New Year’s party hosted by the British military, where she met her future husband.  

Ski, a young U.S. marine working as a security guard at the agency’s headquarters, 

frequently stopped by Muriel’s office to socialize- a fact she attributes to the beer she kept 

in her office refrigerator. Ski invited Muriel to accompany him to the Chinese New Year’s 

celebration hosted by the British Military. “I thought, ‘my god, he’s just a kid!’ But, as I was 

getting ready to call him up and cancel, he phones me to ask if I’m still going, so of course I 

gave in. Naturally, he didn’t have a car,” she scoffs.  

At the New Year’s party, Muriel met British sergeant, Span. “Ivan Spanholtz was his 

full name, but everyone called him Span. In fact, most people didn’t know his real name 

until we sent out the wedding invitations,” she says. Muriel recalls excusing herself from 

the wives table, heading to the bar, and never returning to the women with whom she felt 

considerably incompatible. It was at the bar that Span approached her and the two began 

conversing jovially, planting the initial seeds that blossomed into a thirty-year marriage.  

Stationed in Singapore for four yours and well-acquainted with small country’s ins 

and outs, Span offered to show Muriel the sites that few, other than the locals, knew 

existed. “So, I said goodnight to Ski, and I assume he made it home to the Marine house 

alright, because I must confess I was quite taken with Span,” Muriel admits.  

Despite Span’s rank, the smitten couple was married at a small ceremony in 

Singapore surrounded be their closest friends and co-workers on July 6, 1963. “Most girls 

wouldn’t marry an army man, unless they were an officer, but it didn’t bother me at all,” 

she says. The wedding was held at the lavish home of Muriel’s boss, Ed Barbier, who also 

walked her down the aisle. “Everyone pitched in, since there weren’t many weddings 

abroad,” Muriel recalls, thumbing through the photo album and pointing out a picture of an 

exhausted Ed Barbier, after having climbed five flights of stairs with the tuxedos. 
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 Back in the states, Ms. Spanholtz’s mother, unaccepting of Muriel’s C.I.A. profession, 

put a wedding announcement in the local paper with a headline that read “Teacher Married 

in Singapore”.  Muriel lovingly preserved the article, stashing it away in the back of her 

wedding photo album as a reminder of the unorthodoxy of her past spy-work.  

With her marriage to a foreigner, Muriel was subsequently forced to resign from the 

agency, traveling to Span’s childhood home in England in October of 1963 to await his next 

posting orders. After weeks of waiting, Muriel received a letter stating that Sergeant Ivan 

Spanholtz would “accompany” her to Berlin, and in 1965 in the dead of winter the two 

landed in the frozen city.  

Things were off to an icy start. The newlyweds were let of the army bus alone in a 

giant snow pile out front of the Edinburgh Hostel, where the two stayed before heading out 

to the military base.  Muriel remembers overhearing Span say to the corporal who failed to 

meet them at the bus stop, having almost driven into the Russian sector of Berlin, “I should 

have known it, every time I sent you to the airport in Singapore you got lost, why I expected 

anything different in Berlin?” 

Sipping away at her vegetable soup and chatting with the other ladies around her, 

Muriel is interrupted by one of the center’s directors. She’s a holding a small gourd and a 

package of dried flowers; the horticultural therapy class’s past activity that Muriel missed. 

She offers to help Muriel put the craft together, but Muriel declines the assistance. Pam, the 

director, says assuredly, “I figured you would, you’re an independent one!”  

Muriel has lived by a code of self-reliance all her life. She recalls the base in Berlin as 

a nice a place to be stationed, and more importantly a place where she was able to maintain 

her independence. As one of the only women at the Berlin base able to drive and owning a 

car, Muriel took charge of traveling to town to get supplies- a job deemed highly important 

for keeping people’s spirits up and making life at the base as comfortable as possible.  

Muriel’s life in Berlin changed radically in July of 1965, when her son Charles 

Spanholtz was born and trouble erupted out in Borneo. The Indonesian president saw the 

recent liberation of Malaysia as an attempt by Britain to sustain colonial rule behind the 

façade of independence. Span, a Malay speaker, was immediately posted to the warzone; 

this time unaccompanied and leaving Muriel to care for the new baby alone. A year later, 

the confrontation in Borneo ended, and Span was shipped off to another base in Singapore.  

Affording Charles the opportunity to bond with his father, Muriel and her year-old 

son boarded a plane for Singapore. She says, “I must admit, that alone with a little boy no 

older than just a year, traveling was a hassle. Luckily, I sat near a friendly man who played 

with my son, giving me a chance to rest.” Span was waiting for them at the airport. As they 

disembarked the plane Charles let go of Muriel’s hand and ran barreling across the tarmac 
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towards his surprised father’s outstretched arms. However, Charles ran right past Span and 

up to the man from the plane instead. Though she smiles while retelling the event, her eyes 

are tinged with a sullen expression.  

As Span’s posting orders continually changed, the family bounced around from 

Singapore, to Munchen Gladbach-a German city between Dusseldorf and the Dutch border, 

to Lisburn in Northern Ireland in 1974. “I said to my husband Span ‘oh, that’s very nice, I’ve 

never been to Portugal!’ and he says to me ‘not LisBON, LisBURN,” she recalls.  Tensions 

were high in Northern Ireland, as the Irish Republican Army carried out bloody attacks on 

British troops. She jokes, “Once when I was going out to the market, Span told me to be 

careful because of the IRA. I told him, ‘I’m okay; I always go to the market before 11 in the 

morning... ‘Because the pubs open at 11, and the IRA doesn’t do anything until the pubs 

open!’” Muriel internalized the tension of life in Lisburn. It later physically manifested in a 

discoloration of her skin-a whitish patch still visible today on her forearm.  

Muriel places the small gourd and package of flowers down by her side, slurps the 

last few droplets from her soup bowl, and goes to greet a man, waving to her from the open 

doorway. Savie says “All the men here respect Muriel, because she was in the C.I.A. I mean 

everyone! Billy Dillon there, and Charles Wick, Ivan Loffler, John Scopas...” She continues 

listing names.  

Her former spy-work allowed Muriel to command a unique level of respect within 

predominately male environments. In 1978 Span was nearing the end of his military 

career, and the family returned to the UK, where they found permanent residence in 

Abbotts Ann Village in Hampshire. With her son in school, husband away on military 

business, Muriel’s ambitions led her to a job with an educational supplies company, Philip 

& Tacey. 

She worked for Philip & Tacey for the next thirteen years-in nearly every 

department in the firm, starting on the warehouse floor. While her job was only to keep 

track of the orders and handle customer service issues, she proudly remembers being the 

only woman amongst a crew of rowdy men down in the warehouse. When asked if she 

found the male-dominated warehouse environment intimidating, she mischievously 

replied, “Nope, it’s all in the way you carry yourself. I find them very polite, but I also make 

sure they know I’m coming down the aisle. So, if they’re talking about things I shouldn’t 

hear, they’ll either stop or they’ll definitely wish they’d stopped.”  

Muriel clears her plates, says her thanks and goodbyes, and returns to the car with 

Savie and her guest, discussing the center’s upcoming trip to Choctaw, Oklahoma. Although 

this week her only travel plans are to Choctaw, Muriel zealously continues to journey 

overseas. Every year she returns to Abbotts Ann, the village where she and span lived 
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together for twenty six years. She thoroughly enjoys traveling, believing it to be one of the 

few instances where her poor vision may not be a burden. “I have a cane for visually 

impaired people, although I never use it really. But, when I go to the airport, all I have to do 

is take out that cane, and then they give me the royal treatment,” she says. 

The car ride home is unusually quiet. Everyone is tired from gorging at the buffet 

and the afternoon’s merriment.  “That’s a lovely ring, where did you get it?” Muriel asks 

Savie.  

“It was a gift from my husband, many years ago,” she says. Muriel smiles and falls 

quiet. On March 21, 2004, at the age of 72, her husband Span passed away- the result of 

lifelong heart complications. “He had a hole in his heart; had it all his life, but never realized 

it, because they always referred to it in medical terms. When he was born, Doctors were 

afraid to do anything to it, and they thought the best thing was to leave it the way it was. It 

was there for 65 years,” Muriel replies.  

As independent as Muriel is, she says it was hard being left on her own; still is. She 

lived three years alone in Abbotts Ann, before her son Charles, who had moved to Texas for 

work, convinced his mother to come and stay with him and the grandchildren. She stayed 

for two months with her son and daughter-in-law, but quickly found she preferred the self-

suffiency and peace of living by herself. “Their children were a lot younger, and when you 

haven’t been used to having such young children around you all day long, it can get a little 

trying,” she chuckles. 

The car pulls up to the front of Muriel’s house. She ambles up the stone path to her 

front door, pausing on the stoop to look back in the direction of the white Impala. Savie 

waves goodbye from the front seat, knowing that Muriel can’t really see her. As the car 

drifts down the road Muriel says, “All in all, I’ve had a very good life. I’ve seen most of 

Europe and the Far East. Never been to Africa, but then again I’ve never wanted to go. Now, 

I think I would like to see the Grand Canyon.”  

With Savie gone, the neighborhood quiet, and no one else around to overhear, 

Muriel’s guest coaxes her a final time to reveal the details of her C.I.A. activities. But, again 

the fierce white-haired lioness safeguards her secrets, not saying a word. “So, I guess if you 

told me, you’d have to kill me,” her guest jokes. An impish grin forms across Muriel’s face, 

she simply winks and walks inside.   

 

 


