
The Father of American Military Cryptology: A
Pioneer in Codebreaking and Cipher
Development
In the annals of American military history, few figures loom as large as
Herbert Yardley. As the "Father of American Military Cryptology," Yardley
played a pivotal role in establishing the United States as a world leader in
the field of codebreaking and cipher development. His pioneering work laid
the foundation for the modern era of cryptology, ensuring the nation's
security and shaping the course of countless battles and conflicts.

Early Life and Education

Herbert Osborne Yardley was born on August 20, 1889, in Columbus, Ohio.
From a young age, he exhibited a keen interest in languages and codes.
After graduating from Princeton University in 1912, Yardley pursued
graduate studies in Romance languages at the University of Chicago.
However, his academic career was interrupted by the outbreak of World
War I in 1914.
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Military Service and Cryptology

With the United States' entry into the war, Yardley joined the U.S. Army
Signal Corps and was assigned to the Panama Canal Zone. There, he was
tasked with intercepting and decoding German and Austrian military
messages. Yardley's linguistic abilities and his innovative approach to
codebreaking quickly made him an indispensable asset to the war effort.

In 1919, Yardley was transferred to Washington, D.C., where he
established the forerunner to the National Security Agency (NSA). Known
as the Cipher Bureau, this organization became the central hub for
American military cryptology, responsible for intercepting, decrypting, and
disseminating enemy communications.

Breaking Japanese Codes

Yardley's most significant contribution to military cryptology was his
success in breaking the Japanese diplomatic code known as "Purple." This
code was considered virtually unbreakable by the Japanese government.
However, through a combination of skill, persistence, and audacious
tactics, Yardley and his team managed to crack the code, providing
American intelligence with an unparalleled advantage.

The Purple codebreak played a crucial role in the Pacific theater during
World War II. American cryptoanalysts were able to intercept and decrypt
Japanese messages, gaining invaluable insights into the enemy's plans,
troop movements, and diplomatic negotiations. This information proved to
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be decisive in several key battles, including the Battle of Midway and the
Guadalcanal Campaign.

Post-War Controversies

Despite his wartime achievements, Yardley's career was marked by
controversy. In 1931, he published a book titled "The American Black
Chamber," which exposed the inner workings of the Cipher Bureau. The
book sparked a public outcry and accusations of espionage. Yardley was
accused of mishandling classified information and violating the trust of the
American people.

The controversies surrounding Yardley's post-war activities cast a shadow
over his legacy. However, his contributions to American military cryptology
remain undeniable. He is widely credited with transforming the field from a
haphazard and ad hoc practice into a sophisticated and highly effective
science.

Legacy and Impact

Herbert Yardley's legacy continues to inspire cryptologists and intelligence
professionals today. His pioneering work established the foundation for the
modern era of cryptology, ensuring the nation's security in an increasingly
interconnected and technologically advanced world.

The National Security Agency, which traces its origins to Yardley's Cipher
Bureau, employs thousands of cryptologists working to protect the nation's
communications and information systems. And around the world,
cryptologists continue to develop innovative techniques and technologies to
safeguard the secrets of governments and businesses alike.



Herbert Yardley, the "Father of American Military Cryptology," was a
visionary figure whose contributions to the field of codebreaking and cipher
development are immeasurable. His pioneering work laid the foundation for
the modern era of cryptology, ensuring the nation's security and shaping
the course of countless battles and conflicts.

Through his innovative approach, audacious tactics, and unwavering
commitment to excellence, Yardley left an enduring legacy that continues to
inspire and guide cryptologists and intelligence professionals today. His
story is a testament to the power of human ingenuity and the vital role that
cryptology plays in protecting national security and advancing the progress
of human civilization.
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