
The Astonishing Race to Crack the
German Boat Codes from 1939 to
1943
The Historical Quest to Decipher the German Boat Codes During

World War II

In the midst of World War II, several nations united in a relentless race against

time and technology to break the German boat codes. These codes, known as

the Enigma codes, were used by the German Navy to communicate crucial

information about their submarine fleet. Decrypting these codes became a matter

of utmost importance, as the fate of nations and the outcome of the war

depended on the ability to gain intel on German naval operations.

The Enigma Machine: A Mathematical Marvel

The Enigma machine, invented by German engineer Arthur Scherbius in the early

1920s, was a complex piece of cryptographic equipment. It consisted of a series

of rotors, each with a different internal wiring pattern, which scrambled the plain

text message input and produced an encrypted output. The settings of these

rotors, along with the plugboard connections, created an astronomical number of

possible configurations, making the cracking of the codes a mind-boggling

challenge.

The British Codebreakers: Bletchley Park and the Colossus

Recognizing the urgency of breaking the German boat codes, Britain established

a top-secret codebreaking center known as Bletchley Park. It housed some of the

greatest minds in cryptography, mathematics, and scientific research. One of their

most significant breakthroughs came with the invention of the world's first



programmable electronic digital computer, the Colossus. This revolutionary

machine played a pivotal role in decrypting the German codes, greatly

accelerating the process of deciphering the messages.
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The American Contribution: The Bombe Machine

Not long after Britain's efforts, the United States joined the race to break the

German boat codes. Building upon the work done at Bletchley Park, American

mathematician William Friedman led a team of skilled codebreakers in developing

the Bombe machine. This electro-mechanical device had impressive capabilities,

allowing for faster decryption and providing valuable insights into German naval

activities. The coordination between the British and American codebreaking

efforts proved to be a turning point in cracking the Enigma codes.

The Turing Factor: Alan Turing's Genius
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At the forefront of the codebreaking race was British mathematician and

pioneering computer scientist, Alan Turing. Turing's exceptional intellect and his

innovative ideas played a pivotal role in deciphering the German boat codes. He

designed sophisticated algorithms and mathematical techniques that greatly

enhanced the effectiveness of the codebreaking efforts. His groundbreaking work

and contributions are still celebrated today, as they not only saved countless lives

but also introduced fundamental concepts to the field of computer science.

The Unveiling of Ultra: Decisive Shift in the Tide of War

After years of relentless battle against the Enigma codes, the combined efforts of

the British and American codebreakers eventually led to success. The decrypted

messages were codenamed "Ultra," providing crucial intelligence that enabled the

Allied forces to anticipate German naval movements and counter their strategies

effectively. This dramatic breakthrough significantly tilted the balance of power in

favor of the Allies and played a vital role in the eventual victory over Nazi

Germany.

The Legacy and Impact of the Codebreakers

The race to break the German boat codes marked a significant turning point in

the history of cryptography and military intelligence. The relentless efforts and

brilliant minds involved in this race not only saved numerous lives but also paved

the way for technological advancements in the field of encryption and computer

science. Today, we owe a debt of gratitude to the codebreakers who helped

shape the course of history during those critical years of World War II.
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“An absorbing and thoroughly well documented account” of WWII naval

intelligence and the Allied hunt for the Nazi code machine known as the Enigma

(Warship).

 

From the start of World War II to mid-1943, British and American naval forces

fought a desperate battle against German submarine wolfpacks. And the Allies

might have lost the struggle at sea without an astounding intelligence coup. Here,

the author brings to life the race to break the German U-boat codes.

 

As the Battle of the Atlantic raged, Hitler’s U-boats reigned. To combat the

growing crisis, ingenious amateurs joined the nucleus of dedicated professionals

at Bletchley Park to unlock the continually changing German naval codes. Their

mission: to read the U-boat messages of Hitler’s cipher device, the Enigma.

 

They first found success with the capture of U-110,—which yielded the Enigma

machine itself and a trove of secret documents. Then the weather ship Lauenburg

seized near the Arctic ice pack provided code settings for an entire month. Finally,

two sailors rescued a German weather cipher that enabled the team at Bletchley

to solve the Enigma after a year-long blackout.
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In “a highly recommended account with a wealth of materials” Seizing the Enigma

tells the story of a determined corps of people who helped turn the tide of the war

(Naval Historical Foundation).
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