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Introduction 

In Victorian England, strict parents made it hard for lovers to 

communicate with each other. “Lovers would have to invent their own 

ciphers, which they used to publish notes in newspapers.”1 This paper will 

explore some of the history of codes used by the west’s militaries and 

how they aided in warfare.  

Charles Babbage loved to read the paper and try to solve the codes. 

Once, he saw a message from a student inviting his girlfriend to elope. 

Babbage wrote in their code and advised them not to act so rashly. Their 

code had been discovered.2 

 

1 Richard Baker, “The Structure of the Military,” History Journal 27 
(September 1938, College Edition): 597–607. 

 
2 Benjamin McDonald, The Roots of Military Codes (Madison, NJ: Farleigh 

Dickinson University Press, 1970), 386–88. 
 

 

 

 

 

2 

If it had not been for this secret coding perhaps the outcome of the second 

World War would have been dramatically different. Yet because the 

information unveiled was so critical, the cryptoanalysts literally saved the 

day.3 

The ability to decipher the code of the enemy enabled the allies to 

get the upper hand in WWII. American historian Thomas Powers wrote 

the following: 

 The American ability to read Japanese cables, code- 
Named Magic, was one of the small advantages that helped  
The Allies win time and then the war. Another was the  
British ability to read the German military communications 
Enciphered with the Enigma machine, code-named Ultra.4 

 
Considering Powers’ contribution to the development of the coding 

system within warfare, it is not surprising that each side in the war 

 

3 Alan Cutler, Codes in Abodes (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1943), 110. 
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Thus we see the relative importance of coding within the military.10 

Though codes have proven beneficial to lovers,11 they have also proved 

fatal for enemies of war.12 Yet codes will forever add to the mysteries of 

military warfare.13 

 

10 Marshall Savage, Culture and Practical Reason (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1976), 88. 

 
11 Ibid., 89. 
 
12 A reason why many codes have been broken is that people have 

gotten much more intelligent in recent years. While education 
opportunities have proliferated, IQ levels have also risen with the 
decreased infant mortality rate of women. While history is the supreme 
discipline, it is wise to remember that value can be found in “decoding” 
other academic disciplines. (Frank Graves, The Living Principle: 
“History” as a Discipline of Thought [London: Chatto & Windus, 1975], 
12). 

 
13 Savage, Culture, 144. 
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