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God is on your side? Is He a Conservative? The Devil’s on my side. He’s a good Communist.

—Joseph Stalin to Winston Churchill,
Tehran Conference, 1943

Colored women are the only group in this country who have two heavy handicaps to overcome, that of race as well as that of sex.

—Mary Church Terrell,
A Colored Woman in a White World (1940)
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INTRODUCTION

On Iris’s first day at the National Security Agency, a white lieutenant marches her down to the basement of Operations Building A. The underground facility is even hotter than the sunbaked rooms upstairs. Before Iris sees the room, she feels it—the floor rumbles like she’s standing on empty tracks. As she approaches, the rumbling grows into a sound of a hundred teletype machines thundering like a freight train. Outside the door, she smells perspiration and machine oil, hints of the furious operation to break Stalin’s war machine.

When Iris opens the door, she finds scores of women in lace-collared blouses and men in smart suits working in controlled chaos: One group wrangles clunky machines that hiss, jam, and clatter out messages in Cyrillic. Another speed-reads continuous strips of Russian telegrams—raw intelligence from Soviet ministries on atomic production, weapons shipments, delayed deliveries. A third stamps and routes printouts to a dizzying list of branches, sections, and subsections—all working on the Russian problem.

In the long, windowless wing, like the belly of a whale, Iris takes her place amid the throng. She puts on a rubber apron and stands at an industrial ink press to stamp serial numbers on outgoing messages—for eight hours straight. She is a cryptologic clerk, grade 3, a role assigned to hires with high-school educations. With her master’s degree and aced training exams, she should be a cryptanalyst, grade 7. But it’s 1950, and Iris is Black. Her credentials don’t count.

Iris is part of Traffic Processing Division, the outfit that handles all the Agency’s Russian-language telegrams. The Agency’s white professionals won’t touch this kind of work—it’s too dirty, too tedious, too labor-intensive. But it’s the bedrock on which almost all the Agency’s Russian operations rely. The Black cryptologic clerks, most of them college educated like Iris, process more than one hundred thousand Soviet telegrams a day under crushing quotas and constant surveillance.

The only white person in the room is the armed Air Force guard at the door.

Everyone at the Agency knows the nickname for this division: “the plantation.”

But no one talks about it.

This story was never meant to be told.

The Black codebreakers who kept America’s intelligence machine running during and after World War II were hidden in plain sight—segregated, overworked, and written out of the official histories because they revealed an uncomfortable truth. For decades, their contributions were buried under layers of classified secrecy and institutional neglect—and no one outside the intelligence world knew they existed.

Now, as the intelligence community reckons with its past—and as our country continues to confront how race and labor have shaped every American institution—the Black codebreakers’ story demands attention. The Cold War may be over, but its infrastructure is still with us. The enmity between the United States and Russia, the legacy of nuclear weapons production. The surveillance systems, federal workforce structure, hierarchies of access and recognition all have roots in places like Arlington Hall and in stories like these.

This book tells the story of the National Security Agency’s most secret wartime and Cold War operations from the point of view of the Black codebreakers who made the operations possible. It follows the creation of America’s surveillance state from the back rooms and basement wings where Black workers toiled under harsh conditions, doing work that shaped the future of global intelligence. It reveals the long-ranging impact of the early civil rights movement amid the rise of nuclear weapons, the Red Scare, and the Korean War.

This is not a story about a few exceptional individuals breaking barriers. It’s a story about a system—one that depended on Black labor while denying Black talent—and about the people who endured and resisted, who carved out careers, rose above expectations, and refused to disappear.

The majority of Black codebreakers in this book are women, but available research overrepresents the men. Though they too must overcome racial injustice, they do benefit from being men in a male-dominated era in a male-dominated institution. Some have less education and experience than the women but are promoted to leadership roles within the segregated branches. The military establishment assumes the one man in the group will be the leader, a pattern revealed in many of the cryptologists’ firsthand accounts. Having more of their stories about the men makes them feel more present than the hundreds (maybe thousands) of Black women among whom they worked. While their contributions are no less important, this book highlights the legions of Black women whose work has gone unrecognized until now.

Contrary to what movies want us to believe, not all codebreakers look like Benedict Cumberbatch. Intelligence is not just the province of geniuses like Alan Turing (played by Benedict Cumberbatch), undercover agents like Grenville Wynne (played by Benedict Cumberbatch), or hacktivists like Julian Assange (played by you-know-who). Before the era of high-speed computers, codebreaking was mostly grunt work done by hand. Pencil, paper, eraser, codebook, coffee, cigarette, repeat. File, sort, type, microfilm, index, repeat. Analysts scratched slanted matrices on graph paper, used informed trial and error to see if their hunches about an enemy’s cipher were correct. They usually weren’t. So it was back to the drawing board, day after day, or night after night, if they worked the night shift.

During World War II and after, cryptologic clerks and mid-level codebreakers kept the wheels of intelligence turning. Many women in this story could have been more; they had the brilliance, tenacity, passion, and creativity that characterizes some of codebreaking’s most renowned figures. But their contributions matter at every level. Their stories are just as thrilling—and at times more terrifying—because in a Jim Crow world, every move a Black woman makes is weighted with implications.

Recently, major works on codebreaking have taken note of the Black cryptologists. Code Girls by Liza Mundy and Code Warriors by Stephen Budiansky include sections on the all-Black World War II and Cold War operations. However, neither goes into enough detail to convey the true impact of the Black cryptologists’ work or the awfulness of their circumstances. Studies like The Invisible Cryptologists and Candle in the Dark provide more detailed accounts, but these are NSA publications, and they don’t paint the whole picture.

The story begins in the early 1940s when the United States enters World War II. To meet a racial hiring quota, a handful of Black workers—mostly women—join the Army’s secret codebreaking programs in Washington, DC. What starts as a small wartime unit grows into a much larger workforce as the Cold War intensifies and the government races to collect intelligence on the Soviet Union. Throughout the 1950s, hundreds of educated Black women and men are hired to support the Agency’s most critical surveillance project—the Russian plaintext operation. These intelligence professionals often perform highly skilled, high-stakes work while being paid and classified as clerks.

The story follows this workforce through its transformations: from World War II through the Korean War, from pencil-and-paper codebreaking to early automation, from Army barracks and segregated buses to desegregation and the vast machinery of Cold War surveillance. It’s told through the lives of real people—codebreakers, translators, traffic processors, file clerks, and data specialists—who kept the US intelligence engine running while being systematically denied the right to rise within it.

The Black codebreakers’ work was essential, but their stories have been neglected. They joined the Agency at different times from different places. All of them entered the dark heart of American intelligence—working in the shadows of a system that needed—but never fully saw—them. There are too many codebreakers to go into detail about each of their lives. More than thirty Black codebreakers worked in the Commercial Code Unit during World War II, and over a thousand worked in different departments of the Agency’s Cold War operation. Most of their names remain unknown, and even when their names are known, documentation about their work and lives can be scarce. I chose several noteworthy individuals to guide the narrative. Their breakthrough work suggests that many other women made similar, if not greater, contributions that remain uncredited.

The book opens with Naomi McElwaine, a sophomore at Purdue in 1941, who is unaware that the government is about to draft her into a world of secrecy and silence. Next is Martha McWatt, a University of Minnesota graduate and decoder, who finds out what happens when someone breaches the Agency’s strict security protocols. Sixty-year-old Ethel Just, a translator and an Ohio native, fights to keep her job as an analyst as the Agency reduces its workforce after the war. In the postwar years, Iris Carr, a schoolteacher from Texas, leaves a secure job to serve her country. Minnie Kenny, a sharp-witted Philadelphian, joins the Agency after the war and refuses to accept the racial status quo. These women stand out because they never give up—on their work, on their country, or on themselves. They maintain their commitment to justice while working for the very system that legislates the injustices they experience daily. For the rest of their lives, they keep their successes a secret, observing the oath of loyalty they signed when entering into duty.

They begin in a hopeful era. The United States is recovering from the Depression, supporting its allies overseas. The war pulls the nation into a new world—technology advances, women enter the workforce, Black Americans fill government roles in Washington. For a moment, Americanness overshadows race. Black newspapers proclaim the “Double V”—victory over fascism abroad and over racism at home.

Too soon reality muscles in. During the war, industry and tech companies mostly hire whites. Japanese Americans are interned. The military is segregated. The federal government—soon to be Naomi’s employer—doubles down on the systems that keep Black workers from advancing. When Naomi is chosen for the wartime codebreaking program, it feels like an opportunity. It is also a test: of her endurance, skill, loyalty, and ability to thrive in a system designed to hold her back.

The institutions that shape the Black codebreakers’ careers—first the Army’s Signal Corps, then the intelligence agencies that evolve into NSA—exist in a contradiction. On the surface, they fight to uphold democracy. At the same time, they enforce segregation and undermine the ideals they claim to defend. It is America’s contradiction: to perfect its democracy while maintaining racial hierarchy. The goals are incompatible, and the Black cryptologists’ story shows the consequences of prioritizing the second goal over the first.

The anxiety of not knowing whom to trust pervades this era, from the Red Scare’s spy trials to blacklisting “subversive” actors and activists. The same thing happens at Arlington Hall. Spies move in the secret halls of the “Russian problem” unseen, even as analysts race to decrypt their identities. At times, inherent trust in whiteness compromises national security. White spies can blend in and become trusted friends and coworkers. Because they’re insiders, suspicious characters avoid background checks; supervisors don’t report irregularities. Unauthorized people slip through Agency checkpoints and nobody lifts an eyebrow. After every major leak, there are calls to increase security—but nothing really happens. Looking back, it’s amazing the consequences weren’t worse.

KEY TERMS

Codebreaking uses unique terminology, so a discussion of key terms is helpful. Disagreement surrounding these terms drives most of the story’s conflicts. A detailed glossary provides further discussion of these topics, and readers will find descriptions of key terms in the book.

Intelligence

Intelligence is information related to a target. Information that’s not related to a target is just information. To be of value, intelligence must be accurate, timely, and actionable. If you know in advance that an enemy will be at the top of the hill at sundown, you can use that intelligence to plan an ambush or raid their camp. You get to the hill a little early, they come, thinking they have the upper hand, and you blast them into oblivion. Well done.

If you go to the hill and find the enemy there already, ready to ambush you, you’ll know the message was a trap! False intelligence, or misinformation, is used to make an enemy act wrongly and become vulnerable.

If you receive the same intelligence three weeks after the fact, and three weeks ago you fought the enemy on that hill, you’ll know the message was authentic, but it won’t be actionable.

If you solved a code or cipher to reveal that message, even if the message is no longer actionable, having solved the code provides valuable intelligence, provided the enemy uses that code again.

In this story, the Agency and its allies don’t always know what to do with the intelligence they gather from Russian plaintext. It’s disparate and fragmentary, but there’s a lot of it, and connecting the dots leads to some great insights. The argument remains: Is it intelligence or just information? That doubt leads to a lack of full support for the project even though it’s the best source of intel they have for many years.

Plaintext

This is the most important term in the book. Plaintext is simply readable language. After you decode a message, you reveal its plaintext. This book is written in plaintext. Right now, you are reading plaintext.

Using plaintext as an intelligence source is controversial because unencrypted messages usually doesn’t contain secrets. At some point, plaintext telegrams from the Soviet Union are the only intelligence source the Agency has. This causes problems, but it also creates opportunities. The Black cryptologists are the first line readers and processors of these messages.

High-Level

The principle of codebreaking is that when information is important, it is well concealed. The better something is concealed, the higher its value—both to its intended recipient and to the person who’s trying to steal it. Cryptanalysis as a profession and as an institution is based on this idea.

Cryptanalysts must solve a complex set of problems to figure out what a concealed message says. Only a select group of people have the skills to do this, and the Intelligence Community values them highly.

In wartime, the most important kinds of information are an enemy’s plans, ability, and means of attack. If a message is well concealed, it is assumed to contain this kind of “high-level” or “high-value” intelligence and comes from a high-level source, like a senior official or high-ranking political figure, with access to top secret operations.

Complex ciphers are “high-level” or “high-echelon” systems. If an enemy is very dangerous, they are a “high-value” target. Ideally, cryptanalysts want high-level intelligence on high-level targets, which usually means breaking high-level codes and ciphers.

Low-Level

“Low-level” describes information of minimal value, codes that are easy to break, and targets that don’t pose much of a threat. Low-level intelligence may be “nice to have” (of secondary value) but it’s not “need to have” (mission critical). Low-level communications are often sent by minor officials or the rank and file, who don’t have the clearance to participate in top secret operations.

When codes and ciphers are easy to break—or when they’re absent, as in the case of plaintext—the Agency assumes the information they contain is not important. This assumption leads to many conflicts and missed opportunities throughout the book.

Baudot Code

Baudot (baw-DOH), like Morse, is an alphabetic code used for long-distance communication in the early to mid-1900s. In Baudot code, each letter is a string of five 1s and 0s, where 1 is a pulse (+) and 0 is no pulse (-). The Soviet telegraph system uses Baudot code, so the Agency needs linguists who can read Cyrillic and its Baudot equivalents to scan Soviet telegrams for intelligence. This is what the Black cryptologists do.

From a cryptanalysis perspective, messages sent in Morse or Baudot are considered “plaintext” because the code is a one-for-one substitution. For most people, reading Morse or Baudot code at speed is a complex skill to master—especially in a foreign language—but the Agency considers this easy, low-level work.

WHAT ARE THE STAKES?

In a moment of global crisis, leaders in the Agency’s world of strict hierarchies have to decide whether low-level intelligence can have high-level value. This question may not seem earth-shattering, but the cognitive dissonance it creates shakes the Agency’s principles to their core.

Ultimately, the Agency straddles the fence on this question: They throw nearly all their resources into Russian plaintext, making it the country’s main source of Soviet intelligence from 1948 to 1955. The CIA, FBI, State Department, British, and Canadians all need it, and many agencies aid the operation. The Atomic Energy Council and the National Security Council need it. In the dark postwar years, the safety of the free world relies on intelligence drawn from Russian plaintext.

But the Agency can’t let go of its prejudices. They treat the intelligence they gain from plaintext as high-level, but they treat the source—and the people who work on it—as low-level. That means they never develop the plaintext workforce to its full extent or accord it the same importance as high-level Russian codebreaking operations even though it yields far greater results.

Most plaintext operations is data processing, and without automation the monotonous, time-consuming work is done by hand. The Agency needs a large, underpaid workforce to do this, so instead of treating the Black cryptologists like linguists and codebreakers—as many of them are—the Agency treats them as manual laborers.

Arlington Hall spends half a billion dollars a year on plaintext, but almost none of it goes to the cryptologists. They train hundreds of Russian linguists and analysts, but they bar the Black women from these programs. They don’t have full security clearance, so most don’t know where the messages they process are going.

The white analysts and the Black clerks are in different buildings, and it makes for an awkward, disjointed operation. Because of this, plaintext intelligence struggles to fulfill its goal of uncovering the Soviet nuclear weapons program. The Agency races to fix the problem as tensions mount—from an escalating arms race with the Soviet Union to war with Korea. The Black cryptologists are the key to solving the intelligence problem, but Russian plaintext’s success spells career death for many of them, keeping hundreds of Black workers on “the plantation” long after segregation ends.

COLD WARCRAFT

What is the Cold War? While this might seem like an obvious question, it’s more nuanced than it appears. Generally, the Cold War is considered the period of political hostility between the United States and the Soviet Union from the end of World War II in 1945 to the Soviet Union’s dissolution in 1991. “Cold” because nuclear war—that is, a “hot” war—between the only two countries with atomic weapons is always threatened but never waged. Instead, Russia and the US fight proxy wars in smaller countries that represent the worldwide clash between capitalism and communism, democracy and socialism. The US can’t afford for countries around the world to side with the Soviet Union, which would give them a strategic advantage in future wars. The Soviet Union is a closed society, and there’s little communication between the two world powers. Each races to build an arsenal of nuclear weapons to deter the other from even thinking about planning a surprise attack. In the US, the Cold War is characterized by widespread fear: of atomic annihilation, communist infiltration, and society’s moral collapse.

The tensions that create the Cold War between Russia and the United States begin much earlier than history describes. From the moment the last tsar abdicates the throne in 1917, enmity rises between the new wild state and the Western giant. Imperial Russia was a US ally in World War I, and it supported the Union in America’s Civil War. Later in 1917, when the October Revolution strikes and the Russian Civil War begins, the United States backs the moderate Whites—the Menshevik, or minority, Party.

Unfortunately for the United States, the Reds—the Bolshevik, or majority, Party—wins. Russia enters World War I under the banner of the golden eagle but ends it under the red star of communism. With Belarus, Ukraine, and Transcaucasia, Russia forms a new nation on the principles of socialism and communal ownership—the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

By siding with the Whites, the United States declares itself an enemy of the Soviet Union, an imperial nation like Great Britain, France, and Germany that colonizes people around the world and profits from their labor. The Western powers don’t see themselves that way—they believe they are democracy’s defenders—but the Soviets see only blood-hungry capitalists, economic vampires draining the working classes, just like the Russian dynasty they fought to overcome. The Russians make a separate peace with Germany and emerge from World War I righteous and battle-scarred, ready to show the world where they stand.

Before the ink dries on the Soviet Constitution, V. I. Lenin—the Communist Party leader—sends a letter to the workers of America: Comrades! Do not believe the multimillionaires—“Modern slaveholders”—who blame the Bolsheviks for concluding peace with Germany. It is a sacrifice to preserve the world’s first Socialist Republic. America’s bourgeois puppets and capitalist sharks fear our dictatorship of the proletariat—government by and for the people—“Without the bourgeoisie.” Just as you fought to overthrow Negro slavery, fight with us to overthrow capitalist wage slavery. Every billionaire’s dollar is stained with blood. “Slowly but surely, the workers of the world are adopting communist, Bolshevik tactics and are marching towards the proletarian revolution, which alone is capable of saving mankind.”

Newspapers from New York to Paris print the manifesto, and it galvanizes the US Socialist Left. They join the Communist International, and Communist Party USA is born—its goal: to spread Marxist-Leninism across the United States. Labor reform and workers’ rights are first on its agenda. This spooks US politicians, who begin a communist witch hunt that never lets up.

Lenin’s successor is Joseph Stalin, a wily Georgian with a knowing smile. Stalin is a Socialist, but he’s also a businessman. And enemies can do business.

He sets up the American Trading Corporation (“Amtorg”) in New York City to be the Soviet Union’s trade representative. Its headquarters are in a huge building on Broadway, and it scores contracts with Ford, RCA, and General Electric. Amtorg exports lumber, furs, and caviar and imports industrial machinery and raw materials. Not a bad trade. The United States doesn’t recognize the Soviet Union as a country until 1933. Until then, Amtorg is the Soviets’ de facto embassy in the US.

There is no war on, but Stalin knows there will be, and he begins a campaign of commercial warfare that transforms the Soviet military. He does business with another enemy—Germany—setting up covert industrial operations all over Russia under the guise of international trade. The German-Russian joint stock company Bersol manufactures poison gases in Trotsk and Samara. German engineers produce ammunition at plants in Zlatoust, Tula, and Petrograd. Stalin establishes the Lipetsk Aviation School, where dozens of German pilots train to become the Luftwaffe, the feared German air force of World War II. At a tank-training school near Kazan, they develop the Panzerwagen. In 1926, Russian boats quietly deliver three hundred thousand shells, gunpowder, and fuses to the German War Ministry—disguised as shipments of aluminum and pig iron.

Economic warfare is a theme in this book. At a time when war is fought on seas and battlefields, the industry that produces war’s machinery itself is weaponized. Secret partnerships form between enemy governments. Contracts are leveraged like diplomacy. Stalin’s tactic of disguising war preparations as open trade hides the scale and scope of his operations from the outside world—putting Soviet military technology decades ahead of what anyone expects. The holy grail is atomic weapons technology, and KGB spies begin sniffing around the United States for it as early as 1939.

Before the Cold War, the US is fighting a political battle with socialism; its chief concern is keeping communist ideas out of the labor force and government. Once the Cold War begins, the battle becomes moral and ideological—with each side believing the other is evil. Stalin wasn’t an evil genius or a demonic force, as some texts portray him, but he did rule with absolute brutality and disregard for human life. In 1941, when asked about his decision to ally with the Soviet Union, which he so deplored, Winston Churchill said, “If Hitler invaded hell, I would at least make a favourable reference of the Devil in the House of Commons.” In the United States, the fight against communism took on the tone of a holy crusade to root out evil—mostly as an excuse to crush dissent. Stalin wasn’t the devil, but to his allies turned enemies that was what he represented—and it was a part he gladly played.

SOURCES AND METHODS

As an academic, I specialized in Soviet-era Russian literature, so I was primed to take an interest in this story. I first came across the Black cryptologists in 2010 while researching another project. At the time, I was working on a memoir and teaching Russian literature, but the secret operation of Black Americans breaking Russian codes lodged itself in my mind. Whenever I had a break, I researched persistent questions: Who were these people? Where did they learn Russian? What exactly was their mission? I found breadcrumbs here and there—a profile on a university blog, a Wikipedia entry. My encounter with the obscure government study—The Invisible Cryptologists—and the lack of information elsewhere made clear how little of their story had been preserved.

Out of curiosity, I started digging through archival photos of Arlington Hall Station, the Agency’s wartime headquarters in Virginia. I was struck by the photos’ overwhelming whiteness: rows of codebreakers at their desks, groups posing in uniform, women laughing on the softball field—white faces, every one. It unsettled me because these photos looked just like the images I’d seen in stories about World War II—the celebrations, the battles, the victory—only white faces told the story. The presence of Black Americans and the reality of segregation are details the narrative leaves out.

One photo showed a small wartime office with Black codebreakers—fifteen people at their desks, neatly dressed, hardworking, professional. It was the only image that told a different story—and hinted at how much had been left off the official record. Other photos showed Black workers laboring in the Agency’s storage facilities, construction sites, and cafeterias. Photos from the 1950s showed a kind of integration: group photos of white people with a single Black face—maybe two—in the crowd. A bus trip to Fort Meade, an officers’ luncheon, a Christmas charity committee, an engineer training class, a “Miss NSA” pageant. Sports teams, men’s glee club. Some photos exude tension—stiff postures, watchful eyes—while others show camaraderie and ease. The images revealed the careful whitewashing of history. Black codebreakers, mathematicians, and engineers took part in all aspects of Agency life, from major operations to volunteer work and social activities. Erasure often avoids the discomfort of acknowledging racism, but here even positive stories about Black codebreakers had been erased. The photos showed that the lack of representation doesn’t reflect history; it reflects the pieces of history that have been selected to tell the official story. What’s been labeled, preserved, and published.

Looking through the photos was surprisingly emotional. I know what it feels like to be “the only one” in the frame. In most of my Russian courses from college through graduate school, I was the only person of color in the room. In language and literature classes, in Moscow and the Czech Republic, at conferences and speakers’ panels, as a student and as a professor—me in a classroom full of white faces. I remember a workshop for graduate teaching assistants called When You Are the Diversity in the Room. I didn’t go. Much like the Black codebreakers, I had plenty of experience in that scenario.

That resonance fueled my desire to recover this story—and the more I searched, the more I saw how much was missing. The National Cryptologic Museum highlights the Agency’s Black pioneers, but the profiles were brief, the stories disconnected. Many documents about the Russian plaintext operation were still classified or redacted. Some gaps in the record were simply unexplained—stretches of history never recorded because the people who lived them didn’t write the reports.

My background in Russian studies gave me an unusual advantage: I could read the untranslated Soviet messages these workers processed and see, line by line, the kind of intelligence they were pulling out of what looked like noise to everyone else. I now had a window into their day-to-day work and gained a perspective on how much intelligence history still relies on their labor. Poring over histories on the Soviet atomic program, reading Stalin’s prewar messages to Kim Il Sung—these sources gave me special insight into the stakes of Black cryptologists’ work for US Soviet intelligence. Even with this mine of knowledge, it was still the people that kept me going—their life stories, their spirit, their overlooked brilliance.

Over time, I built a research archive that spans technical manuals, organizational charts, personnel records, oral histories, and much more. The archive became the foundation for this book. But it’s not just about what I found. It’s about what is still missing, and why that matters.

Intelligence is an insider’s world. Most books about it are written by or for the people who lived it—or by those with security clearances and technical backgrounds. I come to the subject differently: as a story-driven researcher with a deep investment in uncovering histories that institutions choose not to preserve.

This book tells the story of postwar intelligence from the inside out. It blends rigorous research with vivid storytelling to bring readers into the secret rooms where these workers toiled. It shows their lighter moments too—where they found joy and friendship despite their exclusion. I’ve had over a thousand documents—including firsthand accounts from the cryptologists—released from the National Archives or declassified by NSA. I’ve conducted interviews—both formal and informal—with intelligence professionals and historians. Where the record is silent, I mark that silence and ask what it reveals. Where conjecture is necessary, I label it clearly.

Until now, NSA’s 2001 study The Invisible Cryptologists has been the best—and really the only—public source of information on this group. Because it was written for a narrow audience, it avoids the story’s larger implications and leaves out details that underscore just how complex their work was, and how critical it was to Cold War intelligence. In the two decades since its publication, the Black cryptologists have remained—true to form—almost entirely invisible.

This story sheds light on unknown parts of a story we think we know well. Some readers are encountering this pocket of Cold War history for the first time. Others know the wars, leaders, and movements the book recounts. Still others are cryptology experts from the field’s earliest days to the latest in cybersecurity. No expertise is needed to enjoy this book. I’ve included glossaries to explain technical and historical terms, and I note definitions throughout the book when they are relevant.

Wound through the codebreakers’ stories is the story of labor, power, and secrecy—forces that shaped their world and continue to define America as a nation and an ideal. The cost of advancement: the technology they helped create that gradually replaced them.

The cost of being hidden in plain sight.




NOTE ON TERMS

This book requires special terminology because of its subject matter, and a lot of the terms vary and evolve over time. In the 1940s and 1950s, America’s racial dynamics are hugely volatile, and there’s a lot of terminology associated with American constructions of race. This is a note about the way some of the most common terms—and the offensive ones—are used in the book.

The National Security Agency restructures many times in the course of this story: The country’s first intelligence agency was MI8, founded in Washington as part of the Army’s Military Intelligence Division during World War I. It was replaced by the Signal Intelligence Service (SIS) in 1930, a new part of the Army Signal Corps staffed by civilians. During World War II, the SIS became the Signal Security Service (SSS) and then the Signal Security Agency (SSA), both of which remained part of the Signal Corps and added military personnel to their staff. A new Cold War configuration, the Army Security Agency (ASA), emerged in 1945, no longer under Signal Corps control. Finally, the Armed Forces Security Agency (AFSA), a joint military operation, spun off from ASA in 1949. AFSA’s failure in 1952 led to the creation of the National Security Agency (NSA), an independent civilian organization, as is known today. This history can get confusing, so I call the organization “the Agency,” with a capital A, throughout most of the book. I note the organizational shifts when they are relevant, especially when the Agency becomes AFSA (pronounced “AF-sa”).

Similarly, the Soviet secret police is the NKVD, MVD, and MGB—not the KGB—for most of this story. They encompass both domestic and international surveillance, like the FBI, CIA, and NSA rolled into one. I generally use NKVD and note when that changes to KGB in 1954. I also refer to them broadly as the “Soviet secret police.” The Soviets have half a dozen other intelligence services, including one for the Red Army (GRU) and Navy (GRU Naval). They also operate spy rings in the United States, so I refer to them by name when needed.

In literature about the American Intelligence Community, sometimes NSA and CIA are preceded by the definite article “the” but mostly, they’re not. I follow suit and refer to NSA and CIA though at times I use “the NSA” or “the CIA.”

Abbreviations for different kinds of intelligence appear throughout the book. COMINT stands for “communications intelligence,” a general term for the kind of intelligence the Agency collects. SIGINT stands for “signals intelligence,” the exploitation of any transmitted communication intercepted from an enemy source. HUMINT stands for “human intelligence,” meaning intelligence gained from human sources like spies and informants. OSINT stands for “open source intelligence,” or intelligence gleaned from freely available sources like publications. ELINT stands for “electronic intelligence,” which becomes more prevalent at the Agency as technology develops in the 1950s. The glossary discusses these terms and more, so readers can get as much or as little information about them as they want.

The women in this book hold positions from cryptanalyst to translator to machine operator to document stamper. The term “cryptologist” encompasses all these roles, meaning someone who works in signals intelligence. Job titles like “cryptographic clerk” can also mean “codebreaker,” depending on the work the person does, so I use these terms pretty much interchangeably, except when specified.

The US federal government uses grades and steps for its employees, and I refer to these frequently throughout the book. Grade 1 is the lowest, while 18 is the highest. Grade 5 is the lowest professional grade. A disturbing theme in the book is that even the most highly qualified Black women are stuck between grades 2 and 5 for much of their careers. Each grade has ten steps, which means an employee can get consistent raises based on seniority but unless they’re promoted to a higher grade, they might stay a 4 or 5 for most of their careers. Directors and division heads retire between 15 and 18, for context. Before 1949, the federal government uses “Crafts, Protective, and Custodial” (CPC) for service positions like custodian and messenger. “Clerical, Administrative, and Financial” (CAF) denotes clerical roles. So a Black woman codebreaker may be a CAF-3, that is, a cryptographic clerk, grade 3. A Black man usually starts government work as a CPC-3 in one of the labor roles. Codebreakers and analysts are in the Subprofessional “SP” and Professional “P” grades. Junior cryptanalysts may begin at SP-5 or P-1. Top cryptanalysts who aren’t management hover around P-5. In 1949, all these abbreviations change to General Schedule “GS,” without distinguishing between custodial, clerical, and professional roles.

One of the most important intelligence terms in the book is “plaintext,” which means readable, unenciphered language. English, Russian, Japanese—the result of any decoded or decrypted text before translation (in its original language) is plaintext.

Some sources use “plain language” or “language in the clear” to express the same idea. Sometimes “plaintext” is written as one word when used as an adjective and two words (“plain text”) when used as a noun, but even that varies. For simplicity’s sake, I use the standard one-word term “plaintext” throughout the book to refer to the messages and operation that is Russian.

Racial dynamics are fraught in the 1940s and ’50s, and white supremacy guided most American laws and culture at this time. “Negro” and “colored” were neutral terms used to refer to Black Americans. “Nigger” appears often in this book as reported speech.

Most of the time, I don’t censor it because people were subjected to this harmful, violent slur regularly. White society used the term to demean and dehumanize Black Americans. It was part of the lynching culture meant to terrorize Black people into silence. In the South among racist white people, this was the most common way people referred to Black people. It even appears in a professional setting. Some Black Americans quoted in the book recall how the word was used against them, and I don’t censor their speech.

“Nigger” was mainly a harmful slur at this time, not a term Black people reappropriated or used to self-identify. Though some Black laborers used the term as an identity and class marker beginning in the early nineteenth century, in the era of Black social mobility, whites deployed the word “nigger” to remind Black people of their enslaved past and keep them in their place.

Race terms were used as nouns at this time; “whites” and “blacks” or “a white” and “a black” were common phrases. I generally use the contemporary terms “Black Americans” and “white Americans,” or “Black people” and “white people,” and maintain current norms for capitalization: “Black” is usually capitalized now while “white” remains lowercase. Some Black people preferred the term “Black” to “Negro” or “colored” during this time; some found “Negro” offensive or inaccurate.

“Afro-American” and “African American” were advocated by intellectuals and activists but not widely used. These terms focused on heritage and national identity rather than race. Skin color was often referenced as a marker of class and privilege among Black people. “Tans” and “Lights” were lighter-skinned people. The “one-drop rule” was a Jim Crow law in the United States that stated even a person with “one drop” of African blood was considered Black. This was important because segregation was legal. Even an “invisible Black” or a white-passing Black person could not use white facilities.

On the other side, many Southern states had “racial integrity laws.” They stated that only a “pure white” or “lily white” person could be part of their community. This came into play with restrictive housing covenants and the other social and civic privileges whites enjoyed during segregation.
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CHANGE OF PLANS

1941–1942

On a windy fall morning, wrapped in a pressed wool coat and kerchief, sophomore Naomi McElwaine walks five blocks to the bus stop at Twenty-Eighth and Ferry Street to begin her journey from segregated Lafayette to Purdue University’s campus across the river. The short three-mile journey is an odyssey. After fighting her way to the back of the city bus, she’s jostled through twelve stops before reaching the end of the city line, where she transfers to the West Lafayette bus, 4B, which takes her across the Wabash River to the whites-only college town. As if to deter city folks from crossing the river, the 4B comes by only once an hour. If Naomi is late, even by a minute, she’ll have to wait for the next bus or walk thirty minutes across the pedestrian bridge to campus. The bus (or bridge) takes her as far as the student union, but Naomi has another ten-minute walk to get to the northeast corner of campus for her first class—Organic Chemistry. After that, it’s back across campus to the southwest corner for Experimental Foods in her home department of Home Economics.

From Naomi’s front door to campus is only an eight-minute drive, but the bus trip takes thirty-five minutes or more. This is daily life for Naomi, who is one of the handful of Purdue’s Black students. The school is 85 percent male, and the other 15 percent is almost entirely white women, so Naomi is outnumbered on two fronts. These numbers mean that even at such a large school, Naomi’s options are limited. Some women at Purdue enroll in the General Science Department, but most find themselves in the Home Economics Department, which offers degrees in Textiles, Design, Industrial Food Management, and Education. Naomi does not want to be a homemaker—she wants a career in science, particularly biology. She chooses Education because like many Black women, Naomi sees teaching as the best career path. She channels her love of science into becoming a high school Biology teacher. The department is still Home Economics, and half of Naomi’s coursework is devoted to female-coded tasks like running a household, childrearing, and nursing the elderly. She gets to slice tissue samples and dissect invertebrates, but she must also learn to choose fabrics in a course called Clothing.

Naomi’s department isn’t the only compromise. For Black women at a predominantly white school, education comes with a cost.

When Naomi steps off the bus, the tree-lined sidewalks meet but do not welcome her. To passersby, she might blend in with the other students—she’s inherited her Scottish great-grandmother’s light skin tone, slim mouth, and determined jaw. Her rounded features and dark, textured hair mark her as Black to some, but gray eyes and olive skin make her hard to place. Naomi may by white-passing, but in America, she is less-than for being Black. Indiana isn’t the Jim Crow South, but it practices segregation. In West Lafayette, Black people cannot eat, live, or work in town. They can study on Purdue’s campus, but they cannot step foot in the surrounding city. Signs warn homeowners against renting to anyone who isn’t a “pure white Caucasian.” This includes students of color, foreign students, and non-Christians of any race. The town has only four Black residents; they are white families’ live-in servants.

Purdue doesn’t have to segregate, but it does. University policy forbids Black men and women from living on campus, in the residence halls and co-ops that most students call home. Naomi lives with her family. Other Black students have to find housing in Lafayette, which can be expensive. And exhausting. If they miss the last bus home from campus, they have to walk. Dates, dinners, dances, war bond drives—off-campus students miss these college experiences. Unburdened by the boundaries of race, Purdue’s white students live five minutes from their lecture halls, can pop in to grab forgotten notes or textbooks. Sleeping in may cost them a reprimand, but not a grade. They have more time for late-night library and gab sessions—those memories with friends that last a lifetime.

As a local, Naomi is what the university calls a “town girl.” Almost three hundred town girls—Black and white—live in Lafayette. They miss the campus social life, but they also have less access to the university’s resources. If they can’t attend office hours or group study sessions, they don’t get extra help. With transportation restrictions, many can’t participate in student clubs, and with the town-gown class distinction, on-campus students may avoid townies, even if they happen to attend Purdue.

Instead of scurrying for the bus after classes end, Naomi heads to the union to write scripts with the Scriveners, debate social issues in Religious Council, and share global perspectives in the Cosmopolitan Club. On an unwelcoming campus, the Memorial Union where these clubs meet is her second home—a safe space to eat, work, and socialize in a town that excludes her.

Naomi’s insistence on being seen is a family value. At Purdue, Black students exist “on the edge” of student life, but Naomi’s folks are serious about making the most of their opportunities. Her mother, Ethel, is a Denver University graduate and educator. Her father, Sterling, is one of Indiana University’s first Black graduates and a public scholar. As a school principal, he’s taught generations of Black students—including Naomi and her younger brother, Sterling Jr.—about the importance of education. Where there are no opportunities—you make them yourself.

In the Black community education has always been “for the race.” As soon as she could read, her parents taught her that education was the best way, the only way, to help her people rise and achieve the success that America affords. Throughout her studies, Naomi has known that her professional life won’t just be about forwarding her own goals and interests. As a Black woman, she’s been taught to put her community’s needs first even when planning her own future.

But what if there were another option?

Naomi is engaged in world politics because forces that fight injustice, whether in Hitler’s camps or in campus housing, don’t belong to only one country. Connecting across borders, faiths, and races is the only way to ensure these principles remain intact—in this war and in all the wars to come. It’s why she joined the Cosmopolitan Club. On Friday evenings, Naomi must sit on the edge of her chair with the cluster of other pledges eager to trade their whitewashed days for an hour of cultural exchange. A league of nations that learns from one another’s differences rather than suppresses them. Naomi loves the club’s motto—“Above all nations, humanity”—and the pink and gray ribbons the pledges wear as symbols of the dawn of fulfillment of friendship. They’ll be inducted soon, and Naomi makes sure to attend every meeting until the semester’s end.

On a frosty November evening, Naomi listens, rapt, as a Turkish student concludes her presentation on the Soviet Union’s role in the war: Turkey is neutral, but they have a stake in the Soviets’ victory or defeat. Sitting elbow to elbow, the students trade ideas about what happens next. The Nazis have invaded Moscow; the fighting is still overseas. But it is a world war—touching cities and neighborhoods far from Europe’s battlefields. Naomi’s thoughts must drift to what happens if—or when—America enters the war. What her role might be, and how she can contribute.

After the meeting, a few members stay behind, sparring over some point in the debate. Naomi and her friends—Jane from West Lafayette and Gloria from Mexico City—slip away together, coats in hand, their conversation shifting easily from club business to finals, then to winter break. They’re all looking forward to the Cosmo Club’s national convention just before Christmas—a festive gathering beyond exams and headlines. It’s one of the few places where they can exist side by side: They don’t see each other off campus. Only in integrated spaces like the Memorial Union, club meeting rooms, or the cafeteria at lunch.

Bright and familiar, “O Come All Ye Faithful” drifts down from phonograph speakers, echoing off the high ceilings, as the girls make their way to the first floor. The lobby is dressed for the season: fir trees glitter with glass ornaments, and garlands wind around the colonnades—red and blue instead of red and green, a show of patriotism and a harbinger of war.

The girls might linger in the entryway, reluctant to say good night. Here, they’re just three young women conspiring under the twinkling lights.

When they step into the night, the spell breaks. Jane crosses the street on foot. Her house is nearby; no need to check the bus schedule.

Gloria turns back toward the hill, her path lit by rows of windows in dormitories Naomi is not allowed to enter. When Gloria returns, South Hall II will be warm and full of activity, with lights glowing in the common room until curfew.

Naomi heads for the bus stop, just in time to catch the 4B. On the bumpy ride home, she might stare out the window as the campus recedes, questions lingering in her mind about what comes next. There’s change in the air—a buzz between fear and excitement on campus. War correspondents speak to packed auditoriums. Male students debate compulsory military training. The university opens high school correspondence courses in math and science—training the engineers of tomorrow. The United States isn’t in the war yet, but the war is on everyone’s minds.

At the kitchen table, long after everyone else has gone to bed, Naomi might run through her four-year plan again and again—flip through the course catalog, swap out electives, rearrange requirements. She hasn’t settled on a new plan yet, but she knows the old one may not survive.

BREAKING GROUND

In the frenzied months after Germany invades Russia, Washington, DC, becomes a war machine. Offices flood with military personnel, and the War Department scrambles to keep up. The solution is to ramp up the already mammoth construction effort of federal buildings. They need the world’s biggest office building—and they need it fast. Within days, blueprints are drafted for what becomes the Pentagon: a five-sided colossus designed to house the growing army of bureaucrats needed to wage global war.

Construction kicks off on September 11, 1941, just across the Potomac River in Arlington, Virginia. The site, mostly flat and farmland, looks ideal, but it isn’t empty. It’s home to Black families, churches, and communities that have lived there for generations. Among them is Queen City, a tight-knit Black neighborhood established by the US government as Freedman’s Village at the end of the Civil War. Located next to Robert E. Lee’s family plantation, Freedman’s Village was meant to be a symbol of freedom and protection for the families who resided there.

Queen City residents own their homes, raise families, and have jobs nearby. It isn’t paradise. Independence for Black communities comes at a price. Arlington County refuses to provide plumbing, running water, sidewalks, streetlights, or electricity, but schools, churches, gathering places, and employment make the town a safe and relatively comfortable place to live. The Pentagon changes that.

With little to no warning, hundreds of residents are forced out. The new construction gobbles up land, paying people pennies on the dollar, leveling their homes, and forcing them into shanty towns. These thrown-together Army trailers the government provides are reeking cesspools, no running water, no plumbing. Children live there. Men, women, the elderly. They can get sick from these conditions. The government doesn’t care. They were in the way, and now they’re not. That’s all that matters.

Queen City is razed to make way for the Pentagon’s parking lots. At a time when Black Americans are fighting for basic rights at home, the federal government destroys one of their few footholds of property and security in the name of national defense.

In the meantime, the behemoth rises—6.5 million square feet of office space, five concentric rings, and more than seventeen miles of corridors. To manage the labor shortage caused by the war, the government employs thousands of workers, including Black laborers, who are paid less and assigned the dirtiest, most dangerous jobs. Segregation is in full force: Black workers use separate facilities, and even when the building opens, it initially follows Jim Crow codes, with separate bathrooms, cafeterias, and seating areas. Hearing of this, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs Executive Order 8802 demanding nondiscrimination in federal buildings. The Pentagon stops segregating, but the rest of the military doesn’t. The order helps Black employees, but it doesn’t change the loss of Queen City. To the government, it’s all just procedure:

Condemnation proceedings affected as many as 150 homes and a number of small commercial tracts in the path of roads and approaches . . . Families required to move from their homes on very short notice were offered the use of nearby trailers for a reasonable period of time at no cost to them.

The official report doesn’t tell the whole story. A Black resident recounts:

Where the Pentagon building is, there used to be a Hot Shoppe and an airfield. There was a “colored” area right there called Queen City. The Pentagon took all the property these people had. Then they built houses for the people that they had thrown out. This is when I saw the first low-income housing—right off Columbia Pike, near Arlington—right near the Navy Department. It was called Johnson Hill. The people had to have some place to live, however, some of these buildings were like shanties, and they had cesspools, no plumbing. But it was their homes. You can’t pay somebody $200 or $250 for a house and replace it for that kind of money, but that’s what the government did. Just like they did in Southwest [District of Columbia]. Many of those houses in Southwest had no plumbing. They had a big truck to come around and pick up the sewage from the houses in big buckets. They used to call it the “honey wagon,” and you could smell it for blocks.

The United States isn’t in the war yet, but they are fighting an enemy at home. Two-faced agents that loiter in offices and classrooms. That infiltrate factories and consulates, rallies and bake sales. Saboteurs of democracy known as the Nazi “fifth column.” Rampant in Europe and gaining ground in America, the Axis spies are clearing the way for a stateside Nazi attack.

No one’s sure if the threat is real. The fifth column witch-hunter is Congressman Martin Dies
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