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It’s not easy to talk about the most exciting and formative part of your life when you have sworn 
to forget it for 50 years. I’m expecting Special Branch to be at the door and take me off to 
Holloway. When it first came out that I had been at Bletchley Park friends looked at me in 
disbelief; “How did you get there?!” They didn’t mean to be rude, they were just amazed that a 
perfectly ordinary little housewife like myself should have been in this hallowed place with the 
cream of Britain’s brains.  
 
So I went home and thought - How did I get there? 
 
I had a good education. I was encouraged and I was in the ‘Champion Class’. I wanted to be a 
doctor, in medical research, so at 16 I chose maths and science subjects. I was going to be the 
next Marie Curie.  
 
“You will have to take Classics” said the rector “The science course is only for boys.” So, the 
following term I went along to the science classes anyway. I didn’t think they’d notice. Well - 
when the rector saw me in the class full of boys his florid face turned purple. “Mary Bole, what 
do you think you’re playing at? You will do as I tell you!” 
 
Now this was the rest of my life he was dictating and I thought there is no way I’m going to spend 
the next year learning something I have absolutely no interest in. So, I left. I went home and told 
my parents I had left school. My traditional Scottish father didn’t mind – women belonged in the 
kitchen anyway. My mother had very different ideas - “Oh, don’t you worry dear. We’ll think of 
something.” 
 
That ‘something’ turned out to be a Radio Engineering course in Edinburgh that was taking girls 
for the first time. When I came out top of the whole class, my mother was beside herself and my 
father would refer to me as ‘The Mistake in the family’.  
 
Now I was going to take the world by storm – I’d got my qualifications! I applied for job after 
job after job. But no interviews. Until - I started calling myself M instead of Mary on the 
application forms. Every interview it was, “Oh, that’s not possible we don’t employ women” or 
“Nobody gets marks like this, you must have cheated.”  
 
Finally, they were asking for radio mechanics in the WRNS and I thought “Well, they can’t not 
want me!” After two weeks’ probation training in Loch Lomond we were sent to London for our 
assessment and categorisation.  
 
Ten of us were put before a special interview board of civilians interviewing for a category known 
as P5. They had only been told to look for imagination, intelligence, flair (not sure what for!), 
enthusiasm, outstanding mathematics and an interest in crossword puzzles. Six of us ‘passed’ 
and were assigned category P5, Admiralty Special Duties, working from a place called Bletchley 
Park. I was convinced we’d be working on Britain’s secret weapon. My expertise was to be used 
at last! 
 
At Bletchley they needed people to break the Japanese codes giving orders in the Pacific and we 
six joined the Japanese Naval Section. We were taken to an office where we got our one and 
only glimpse of the sea while we were in the Navy. And that was a sea of hundreds of thousands 
of intercepts-of-messages on pink, flimsy paper covered in numbers. I was shown how to 



decipher the top line into the source, destination and call sign etc and we had to sort all the 
papers into an order ready for decoding.  
 
Then one day I was called in to the office and asked if I would like to train as a cryptographer.  
WOULD I?!!!! 
 
I was sent on a postgraduate course in Special mathematics. I nearly had a nervous breakdown 
– 17 and no maths degree, but I did it. I was doing mathematical calculations all day. I loved it. 
It was important work and it went straight up to the Admiralty. But I couldn’t tell the other girls 
back at the quarters what I was doing, mundane as it was. Not a word. The work was not earth-
shattering but necessary and there could be moments of high excitement. 
 
I was sitting one night. I was the only cartographer’s assistant on duty. The building was closed 
and all blacked out except for me, beavering away. And in came a 26-part message. They told 
me it was the whole Japanese battle plan for a big push in the Pacific, and it was to be done 
double quick. Twenty-six foolscap pages tightly packed with five number sets. Now, I had to do 
a calculation on each of these sets. This was done on a grid which I had to set up.  
 
I got the first 12 parts done and they were rapping at the door waiting to put it through to the 
Admiralty. Can you believe this? A girl of 18 is sitting with this responsibility.  
 
I came to part 13, they wouldn’t work. Of course, they’re shouting down the phone at me 
“What’s the hold up; what’s the hold up?” I tried part 14 to see if that worked; then we’d know 
if they changed the code or if there’s just something wrong with this bit. Fourteen worked, 15, 
16 up to 26 so I sent them off. They came back saying, “We’ve got to have this bit in the middle; 
it’s got vital battle coordinates in it.” But I just couldn’t make it work. I was frantic. There was 
nobody there, I couldn’t ask anybody you see, I had to do this. I thought of all these sailors dying 
because I couldn’t get this message to work.  
 
I made myself a cup of tea and I was shaking so much, that I upset my tea all over the message, 
the grid, everything. I just sat there and howled. Then, I was mopping it all up and I sat down 
and I had another go. And it worked. I thought, how can that have happened? But you see, when 
I mopped up my grid I had inadvertently made the same mistake as the Japanese operator had 
made when he sent the message. I could feel the hair rising at the back of my head – I had wept 
and prayed and pleaded with the Lord to help me get this out and – … 
 
Then I knew without a shadow of a doubt that there was no way anybody else was going to win 
this war.  
 
Now you’ve all heard of Enigma; I’m not going to tell you anything about Enigma because I had 
nothing to do with it - apart from one incident: My boss said one day, “Would you go and collect 
an enigma machine from the German section and take it to Dr Morgan?” So I went along and - 
oh yes, there it is. It was on the table closed in its wooden casing and I picked it up. The machine 
fell out of the case and smashed to smithereens on the floor.  “Well Mac,” said Dr Morgan “now 
you can tell people you’re the person who broke Enigma.” 
 
 
 
 


