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Cavorting around in a covert playground
Visitors play spy in museum's new Operation’

Sunday, June 10, 2007

Sabrina Eaton
Plain Dealer Bureau

Washington -- "Beware of pickpockets" warns a sign spray-painted onto the bus station wall in Khandar, a
fictional Middle Eastern country that exists atop a wide staircase at the International Spy Museum in
downtown Washington, D.C.

Pickpockets are the least of Khandar's problems. Spies and counterspies lurk in every alley. A nuclear
device is missing, and the James Bond wannabes who pay $14 to enter Khandar via the museum's
"Operation Spy" interactive exhibit, set to open to the public Thursday, have an hour to find it.

In that time, they must break into an office and crack a safe. They conduct video surveillance of a secret
meeting. They administer a lie-detector test to a suspected double agent.

Black-jumpsuited employees of "Khandar Exports," a fictional intelligence-agency front, hustle teams of
visitors through the exhibit, help them work its nifty high-tech gizmos, and generally make them feel like
secret agents.

The ending of the mission -- whose story line was inspired by the tale of a Pakistani nuclear scientist who
leaked classified technology to Iran, Libya and North Korea -- depends on how well visitors perform their
tasks. Six outcomes are possible.

Want to take your kid through the exhibit? It's open only to those 12 and older because of scary situations
(such as a tunnel with rats) and the complexity of tasks that must be executed.

"It takes the interactive experience to the next level," said Anna Slafer, the museum's director of exhibitions
and programs. "Guests will be able to feel what it's like to live in the spy's world. We truly believe this is
groundbreaking."

How closely does the slick attraction approximate true spycraft? Former spies on the museum's staff say
actual espionage is more tedious. They liken the exhibit's action-packed pace to simulations that spy
trainees go through.

"l like to call it espionage's greatest hits," says International Spy Museum Executive Director Peter Earnest,
a retired CIA agent. He says many devices in the museum are really used by spies, although their latest
incarnations are smaller and faster than those on display.

The opening of "Operation Spy" roughly coincides with the museum's five-year anniversary. So far, the
museum has had 3.5 million visitors from all over the world. Cleveland-based Malrite Co., which developed
the museum, won't reveal how much profit has been made, but Malrite President Michael S. Devine says all
profits stay in the museum.

Malrite also had a hand in developing Cleveland's Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum and the Maltz
Museum of Jewish Heritage in Beachwood. The company prefers interactive exhibits over the artifact-driven
displays that pack more traditional museums. "Operation Spy," which cost between $1.5 million and $2
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