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BEFORE ENIGMA

JAN KOWALEWSKI AND THE POLISH CIPHER BUREAU, 1919-1922
By Robert |. Hanyok, Center for Cryptologic History

The early days of modern cryptology in the 20th
century were dominated by the exploits of a handful
of pioneering individuals. These men and women, who
were part savant, part autodidact, with some bits of
visionary and buccaneer mixed in, came to define
cryptology and the directions it took in the different
countries they worked. In the English speaking
countries of the United States and the British
Commonwealth, we are mainly aware of names like
Yardley, the Friedmans (William and Elizebeth),
Denniston, Tiltman, “Blinker” Hall, Agnes Driscoll,
Laur/%‘nce Safford, and others. Sadly, outside of this
narrow Anglo-American coterie, little is known of the
work of early cryptologists from other countries. This
is all the more our loss, because some of their stories
are as interesting as those in the United States and
Great Britain. In many cases, these individuals were
well known to their Anglo-American counterparts, both
as allies or adversaries. At the same time, these
pioneers affected the history of their own countries as
much as those in the United States and England. Of
these cryptologists, one of the most fascinating is the
Polish army officer, Jan (or Ian) Kowalewski, the
founder of the Polish
Cipher Bureau.
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deliberately by the retreating Poles. Most of the
Bureau’s personnel (though not all) escaped to
France, via Rumania, and later to England. After the
war, Kowalewski stayed in Great Britain and edited a
magazine on Central European affairs. What we know
of his exploits comes from interviews with him and
others from the Bureau. Additionally, the anti-Soviet -
British writers who recorded his cryptologic achieve-
ments probably minimized the contributions of other
Poles, as well as downplayed the influence of French
and Japanese technical exchanges and training during
the first days of the Cipher Bureau. What has been re-
covered of his career and exploits is fragmentary and
occasionally contradictory; no photograph of Kow-
alewski is readily available. Still, we can draw a good
picture of one of this century’s cryptologic pioneers.

Jan Kowalewski was born in 1892 in the city of Lodz,
which is about 60 miles southwest of Warsaw, in the
portion of eastern Poland which was part of the
Czarist empire. Intelligent and talented, he , like many
Poles at the turn of the century, was passionate about
a free Poland. In 1911, Jan went to Belgium to study
chemical engineering. When the First World War broke
out, he returned to Russia
and took a commission
in the Czar’s army. At the
time of the Bolshevik
revolution in 1917, he
was elected by a
soldier’s committee to
command the unit.
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When Polish national
units started to defect to

Polish Cipher Bureau
(Biuro Syfrow) that the
Germans did not capture
were probably destroyed

the newly established
state of Poland, Kow-
alewski marched west
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Whether you celebrated the millennium last year,
or insisted that it didn’t start until this year, we’'ve
now turned another page of the calendar and can
agree that we're in the Twenty-first Century, the new
millennium. The excitement of the past fall - the
third General Membership meeting, the SIGSALY
exhibit - has abated, but your Foundation continues
to be busy, behind the scenes, doing such necessary
things as reviewing and updating our Strategic Plan.
(Talk about exciting!) At the recommendation of Jim
Boone, whose Acquisitions Committee initiated the
drive for a new home for the National Cryptologic
Museum, we have obtained the voluntary service of a
recently retired NSA official with long years of expe-
rience in logistics — Ed Kirk. Ed will take over from
Acquisitions the Foundation’s effort with respect to
a new facility and work with Agency counterparts. To
put some teeth into the effort on our part, the NCMF
Board of Directors has established a separate category
in our budget, and started it off with $45,000 seed
money. (This comprises the total of $25,000 from
SASA, presented at the General Meeting and
described in the Fall 2000 issue of The Link, plus two
separate donations of $10,000 each from two of our
members.)

It is discouraging not to be able to report success
in obtaining an EC-121 to add to the recon aircraft
in the National Vigilance Park, in tribute to the Navy-
Marine Corps role in Cold War aerial electronic
reconnaissance. (The choice of the EC-121 is to be a
memorial commemoration of the Sea of Japan shoot-
down by North Korea, which cost the lives of Navy
and Marine cryptologists as well as flight crew.)
Certainly we have been trying. Perhaps this will be
the year.

The Board has also agreed to set its quarterly
meetings on the first Friday, starting 2 March and
continuing in June, September, and December. Since
[ attend meetings of the Executive Action Group
(which acts on behalf of the Board between the
quarterly meetings), EAG chairman Bob Rich felt it
proper to step aside and have me chair that group,
and I agreed. He will continue to back me up, and I
want to thank him for having established the group
and making it into an action-oriented tool for the
Foundation’s work.

The concurrent realignment of organizational
structure and procedures within NSA, which has

occupied much attention and attracted an unusual
amount of media interest over this past year, seems
also to have settled. Among the “tightened up”
results, in October Lt. Gen. Michael Hayden, USAF,
the Director, NSA (DIRNSA), selected the Deputy
Director of his Program and Budget office, RADM
Joseph D. Burns, USN, for the position of Chief of
Staff to the Director. With the centralization of
command lines under the Director or the Chief of
Staff a key feature of the realignment, we expect
smoother and speedier action interface between the
NCMF and the Agency - while recognizing that the
Agency’s current operational requirements always
take priority.

Finally, let me thank the Foundations’ officers and
staff who made it possible on 14 December for us to
recognize and express thanks to the Museum staff,
including the docents, library, and gift shop person-
nel, as well as our own staff.

John E. Morrison, Jr.
President

MUSEUM HAPPENINGS

Museum director and curator Jack Ingram reports
that some 55,550 counted visitors came to the National
Cryptologic Museum in 2000. There were 940 tours,
with 59 school groups, 28 Scout troops, and 29 media
groups. The Museum was the site for 43 social events.
During NSA’s annual Family Day in September, over
1500 visited the Museum, and 14 tours were
conducted. Four tour groups from the National Youth
Forum were guests in October. That same month a
Congressional staff group toured, and, in November,
thirty wives from the current CAPSTONE group
(orientation program for new general officers) came
to visit.

To afford even better recognition of the facility, a
proposal to re-name the entrance road is working its
way through the system. Plans are also underway to
improve handicapped access to and within the Mu-
seum, including an electronically-controlled entrance
door.

Notwithstanding the state-of-the-art, hand-held
personal tour guide (INFORM, available for free
rental at the gift shop), there continues to be a
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