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Thank you - your ongoing membership makes Leonardo English possible.

If you have questions we’d love to hear from you: hi@leonardoenglish.com

Episode #044

The Man Who Cracked The Nazi Code

April 14, 2020

[00:00:04] Hello, hello, hello and welcome to English Learning for Curious Minds by

Leonardo English, the show where you can learn fascinating things about the world and

listen to amazing stories, at the same time as improving your English.

[00:00:22] I'm Alastair Budge and today we are going to be talking about the man who

cracked the Nazis' code.

[00:00:30] It is said that knowledge is power, and if you know what your enemy is

planning to do, well, that's certainly a powerful thing indeed.
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[00:00:40] So stay tuned , we are going to talk about the man who managed to1

decipher the encrypted messages of the German army, and according to some, was a2 3

big, albeit relatively unknown, factor in the Allied victory in World War Two.4 5

[00:01:00] Before we do that though, let me just take 30 seconds to remind you that you

can get a copy of the transcript and key vocabulary for this episode , and all the other

episodes for that matter , over on the website, which is  leonardoenglish.com.6

[00:01:16] The transcript is super helpful for following along, and the key vocabulary

explains the harder words and means that you can build up your vocabulary at the

same time as listening to the podcast.

[00:01:30] So if that sounds like a good idea, and it certainly does to me, then head to

Leonardoenglish.com to check it out.

[00:01:40] Okay then let's get back into it.

6 used to show that a statement is true in another situation

5 relating to the Allies (= the countries that fought against Germany and the other Axis countries in the

Second World War)

4 although

3 to change electronic information or signals into a secret code (= system of letters, numbers, or symbols)

that people cannot understand or use on normal equipment

2 to discover the meaning of something written badly or in a difficult or hidden way

1 keep on listening
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[00:01:44] Centuries ago, when armies used to face each other on the battlefield, things

were quite a bit simpler.

[00:01:53] Yes, there was obviously a lot of strategy and skill involved, but battles were

normally geographically quite contained .7

[00:02:02] They might stretch out over a few square miles, but generally not over8

hundreds of miles or thousands of miles.

[00:02:11] And if they did stretch out that far, getting information about your plans to

your soldiers or to your allies , it took a while .9 10

[00:02:20] A messenger had to physically travel there, and horses, well, they can only

run so fast.

[00:02:31] With the invention of radio, things became a little easier.

[00:02:36] You could pick up a radio and tell your fellow soldiers or your allies what

your plans were.

10 a long time

9 a country that has agreed officially to give help and support to another one, especially during a war

8 to cause something to reach, often as far as possible, in a particular direction

7 didn't go over a large distance, kept within a small area
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[00:02:45] Great on one level, but it also meant that you could be overheard if11

someone else was listening in .12

[00:02:54] And with the invention of things like aeroplanes, tanks and warships,13

battles were fought over even larger distances.

[00:03:04] Knowing what your allies were up to and being able to communicate your

plans to them, it was absolutely vital.

[00:03:15] The Germans at the start of the Second World War had developed a military

tactic called Blitzkrieg.

[00:03:23] It literally means "lightning war" or "lightning attack" in German.

[00:03:29] It involved a fast attack on the enemy with soldiers, tanks and air support.

[00:03:37] Doing that effectively relied on good communication between all of the

different parties involved.14

14 one of the people or groups of people involved in an official argument, arrangement, or similar

situation

13 a large military fighting vehicle designed to protect those inside it from attack, driven by wheels that

turn inside moving metal belts

12 If you listen in on a conversation or on someone talking, you listen, especially secretly, without saying

anything

11 to hear what other people are saying without intending to and without their knowledge
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[00:03:45] And of course there wasn't any WhatsApp, mobile phones or anything like

that, this was the 1930s.

[00:03:54] What there was, if you wanted instant communication, was radio.

[00:04:00] But of course if you radio in to your colleagues, even if you are speaking a

different language, you can bet your enemies will be listening in and trying to15

understand what you're saying, so that they can be prepared for whatever you have in

store .16

[00:04:18] So the Germans needed a way of encrypting their messages, of making the17

actual meaning of what they were saying unknown for anyone who didn't have the key

to unlock the meaning, to unlock the code.

[00:04:35] Luckily for them, a German company called Scherbius and Ritter had been

working on a machine that did exactly that.

[00:04:44] It was called the Enigma machine, and they had been working on it since

shortly after the end of the First World War.

[00:04:56] Without going into all of the details about how it worked, partly because they

are incredibly complicated and it would take a long time to explain, and also partly

17 to change electronic information or signals into a secret code (= system of letters, numbers, or

symbols) that people cannot understand or use on normal equipment

16 are going to do

15 used to say that you are completely certain that something is true or will happen
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because I have to admit that even though I understand the principles , I don't fully18

understand everything , I will just explain briefly how the machine worked.

[00:05:19] The sender would write down the letters of the message that they wanted to

send.

[00:05:26] That message - the letters of that message - would then be passed to the

operator of the Enigma machine.

[00:05:34] That operator would press in the letters from the message into the machine.

[00:05:41] Each time a letter was pressed a light would come on on the machine and

this light would correspond to a different letter.19

[00:05:52] For example, if I pressed the letter C, the light for A might come on, and then

another operator would write down the letter A.

[00:06:04] I guess you're thinking, well, that sounds quite easy actually.

[00:06:08] Surely, if you can just figure out which letter corresponds to which other

letter, then anyone can crack the code .20

20 understand the code

19 to match or be similar or equal

18 a basic idea or rule that explains or controls how something happens or works
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[00:06:17] Well, not so fast .21

[00:06:20] Every time a letter was pressed, the pattern would change and the code22

would change.

[00:06:26] So if you pressed C again, it could be any other letter.

[00:06:33] After the entire message had been transformed into these new letters, the

message with the new letters would be sent, normally by Morse code .23

[00:06:46] And when the message was received, if the person had an Enigma machine

with the identical settings, then they could type in the message and get the encrypted

letters back out.

[00:07:01] If you didn't have a machine, there was no way to guess, the message would

just look like random letters.

[00:07:08] And these settings would be changed frequently, so even if someone was

listening in, which of course they were, they wouldn't be able to easily see a pattern.

[00:07:21] So obviously it was incredibly difficult to break.

23 a system used for sending messages, in which letters and numbers are represented by short and long

marks, sounds, or flashes of light

22 a particular way in which something is done, is organised, or happens

21 used in speech to say that one disagrees with what someone has said or to tell someone to stop or slow

down
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[00:07:27] However, before the official outbreak of World War II, a group of brilliant24

Polish mathematicians had figured out how to read part of the machine.

[00:07:39] They had partly broken the code.

[00:07:43] When the Germans realised that this had happened, that their code had been

semi-compromised , they made the machine quite a lot more complicated.25

[00:07:55] And so while the Poles had been able to read a large number of messages,

they could now only read messages sent by the older machines.

[00:08:05] So it wasn't nearly quite as effective.

[00:08:08] By the time it got to 1939 and it was clear that war was going to break out26

any minute, the Polish mathematicians decided to share their work with the British and

French.

[00:08:24] They could see that they would only have a short window of time before27

Poland was completely occupied by the Germans, and then there would be no way to

get the message out.

27 period of time

26 If something dangerous or unpleasant breaks out, it suddenly starts

25 weakened or damaged

24 a time when something suddenly begins, especially a disease or something else dangerous or

unpleasant
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[00:08:37] So they shared their learnings with British and French codebreakers.

[00:08:43] And this work that they did, the work done by the Polish mathematicians,

was incredibly important for understanding how the machines worked, and they even

shared real copies that they had made of the machine with their new allies.

[00:09:01] And back in the UK, there was a top secret team assembled of scientists,28

mathematicians,  and codebreakers.

[00:09:14] The focus was to break this code, to try and understand the system that the

Nazis were using, so that the allied troops could be warned of an impending attack,29 30

so they could know their enemy's plans in advance.

[00:09:31] This secret group had its headquarters at a place called Bletchley Park to the

northwest of London.

[00:09:41] And a key part of that group, the hero of today's episode, was a man called31

Alan Turing.

[00:09:50] He was born in 1912 and so was only in his late twenties when he joined

Bletchley Park.

31 very important

30 used to refer to an event, usually something unpleasant or unwanted, that is going to happen soon

29 soldiers

28 to come together in a single place or bring parts together in a single group
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[00:09:57] Turing was an incredibly gifted individual, a very talented mathematician.

[00:10:03] He had studied at Cambridge and Princeton, and was considered by many to

be one of the finest mathematicians and computer scientists of his era .32

[00:10:15] He was also a very eccentric individual.33

[00:10:19] His office was in a place called Milton Keynes, which is about 40 miles or 60

kilometres from London.

[00:10:27] When he was occasionally called to meetings in London, he would run to

London instead of taking the train.

[00:10:35] That's like one and a half marathons.

[00:10:39] Also, reportedly, he used to attach his mug, his cup for tea, to a radiator34

with a chain in order to prevent it being used by his colleagues.35

35 (a length of) rings usually made of metal that are connected together and used for fastening, pulling,

supporting, or limiting freedom, or as jewellery

34 a device, usually a container filled with water, that sends out heat, often as part of a heating or cooling

system

33 strange or unusual, sometimes in a humorous way

32 a period of time of which particular events or stages of development are typical
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[00:10:52] In any case, while he was at Bletchley Park, his sole focus was on code36

breaking, on deciphering the messages that were sent by the Germans through these37

Enigma machines.

[00:11:07] And by the time that Turing started in Bletchley Park, the German U-boats,

the submarines, were causing havoc in the Atlantic.38

[00:11:20] They were sinking allied ships by the dozen and it was very difficult to39 40

resupply some of the troops in Western Europe.

[00:11:32] Being able to anticipate the movements of the U-boats and avoid them was41

crucial .42

[00:11:41] Turing developed a series of machines that cracked this code using43

incredibly complicated mathematics and cryptography .44

44 the practice of creating and understanding codes that keep information secret

43 a number of similar or related events or things, one following another

42 extremely important or necessary

41 to imagine or expect that something will happen

40 in large amounts

39 causing a ship to sink (to go below the surface of the water)

38 causing a lot of damage

37 to discover the meaning of something written badly or in a difficult or hidden way

36 being one only; single
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[00:11:51] And the result was that they were able to decipher a large number of the

Nazis' encrypted messages.

[00:12:00] It's, of course, hard to say how many lives this saved, but it's acknowledged45

that the work of Turing and his team of codebreakers was incredibly important for

winning the Battle of the Atlantic and for ensuring an eventual allied victory.46 47

[00:12:21] After the war, Turing moved to London and then took up a position at the

University of Manchester where he worked on artificial intelligence.

[00:12:33] You might know artificial intelligence as a bit of a buzzword at the48

moment, but Turing was working on it over 70 years ago now.

[00:12:45] And if the name 'Turing' rings a bell , if you recognise the name, it may be49

from The Turing Test, the test used to define whether a machine is 'intelligent', in

inverted commas .50

50 used in spoken English after a word or phrase to show that it has not been used accurately or that the

opposite meaning is intended

49 sounds familiar

48 a word or expression from a particular subject area that has become fashionable by being used a lot,

especially on television and in the newspapers

47 happening or existing at a later time or at the end, especially after a lot of effort, problems, etc.

46 to make something certain to happen

45 known
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[00:13:02] Essentially, if a human can tell a machine apart from a human, then it is51

deemed to be intelligent.52

[00:13:11] But, and I'm afraid that there is a but here, the story of Alan Turing, the man

who cracked the Nazis' code doesn't have a happy ending.

[00:13:24] He was gay and this was still a crime in Britain, even in 1950.

[00:13:29] After he admitted to the police that he was involved in a homosexual

relationship, he was arrested for what's called gross indecency , and he was given a53

choice, either go to prison or agree to have chemical castration .54

[00:13:52] Basically to be given oestrogen injections to reduce his libido , injections55 56

to try and stop him having sexual desires towards men.

56 a person's sexual desire

55 a female hormone that causes development and change in the reproductive organs (= organs involved

in producing babies)

54 the process of removing the testicles of a male animal or human

53 morally offensive behaviour

52 to consider or judge something in a particular way

51 tell the difference between a machine and something else
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[00:14:03] He accepted the chemical castration, and he predicted that, in his own

words, he predicted that, "no doubt, I shall emerge from it all a different man, but57

quite who I've not found out."

[00:14:21] This process was obviously horrible.

[00:14:25] It caused him to go impotent and caused breast tissue to form.58 59

[00:14:32] And he was found dead two years later, poisoned by cyanide .60

[00:14:37] And although it's widely agreed that he killed himself, there are all sorts of61

other theories about what happened, including that he was killed by the British

government because he knew too much about Britain's secret espionage activity and62

was liable to be compromised by the Soviets.63 64

64 to become a spy for your enemy

63 very likely to do something

62 the discovering of secrets, especially political or military information of another country or the

industrial information of a business

61 most people agree

60 an extremely powerful poison that can kill people

59 a group of connected cells in an animal or plant that are similar to each other, have the same purpose,

and form the stated part of the animal or plant

58 If a man is impotent, he cannot have sex because his penis cannot become hard or stay hard

57 to appear by coming out of something or out from behind something
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[00:15:00] Whatever you believe, it was a tragic end for a man who had played such an65

important role in saving so many lives and had had such an impact on the allied war

effort.

[00:15:15] 55 years later, in 2009 the British Prime Minister at the time, Gordon Brown,

issued an official apology for Turing, saying that the treatment he had received was

appalling, which it obviously was.

[00:15:34] However, he wasn't technically pardoned by Gordon Brown, he wasn't66

absolved of his crimes.67

[00:15:45] The reason being that homosexuality technically was a crime at the time, and

according to the British government, you can't pardon someone if they are guilty of a68

crime, even if that crime is now completely legal .

[00:16:01] But then in 2013, after a big public effort, he did get a posthumous pardon,69

an official pardon from none other than the Queen of England.70

70 said when you want to show that someone or something is a surprising or exciting choice or example

69 happening after a person's death

68 see 'pardoned'

67 (especially in religion or law) to free someone from guilt, blame, or responsibility for something

66 If someone who has committed a crime is pardoned, that person is officially forgiven and their

punishment is stopped

65 very sad, often involving death and suffering
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[00:16:16] And something called The Turing Law, or Alan Turing Law has been

introduced.

[00:16:25] This law essentially pardoned thousands of gay men who had been

convicted when homosexuality was still illegal.71

[00:16:33] And so all of these men who had been either sent to prison or had been

sentenced in some way received an automatic pardon.

[00:16:45] So although I said that the story doesn't have a happy ending, and of course

this pardon doesn't make up for the terrible way in which Turing was treated, it is at72

least better than nothing and has helped raise awareness of the fantastic work that was

done by Alan Turing.

[00:17:09] Okay then, that is it for Alan Turing, the man who cracked the Nazis' code.

[00:17:17] It is a fascinating story.

[00:17:19] He was obviously just an incredible, brilliant man,

[00:17:23] And of course it is a tragedy how he was treated by the British government.

[00:17:30] As always, if you have thoughts, feedback, questions, or anything you want

to say, then I would love to hear from you.

72 to take the place of something lost or damaged or to compensate for something bad with something

good

71 having officially been found guilty of a crime in a law court
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[00:17:39] I've heard from students in Russia, English teachers in Colombia,

entrepreneurs from Italy, podcasters from Switzerland, and people from all over the

world.

[00:17:49] And I would of course, love to hear from you.

[00:17:52] So the email is hi@Leonardoenglish.com.

[00:17:58] And as a final reminder for the transcript, key vocabulary and bonus

podcasts, then the place to head to is Leonardoenglish.com.

[00:18:09] You've been listening to English Learning for Curious Minds by Leonardo

English.

[00:18:14] I'm Alastair Budge, you stay safe, and I'll catch you in the next episode.

[END OF PODCAST]
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Key vocabulary

Word Definition

Stay tuned keep on listening

Decipher to discover the meaning of something written badly or in a difficult or

hidden way

Encrypted to change electronic information or signals into a secret code (= system

of letters, numbers, or symbols) that people cannot understand or use

on normal equipment

Albeit although

Allied relating to the Allies (= the countries that fought against Germany and

the other Axis countries in the Second World War)

For that matter used to show that a statement is true in another situation

Contained didn't go over a large distance, kept within a small area

Stretch out to cause something to reach, often as far as possible, in a particular

direction

Allies a country that has agreed officially to give help and support to another

one, especially during a war

A while a long time

Overheard to hear what other people are saying without intending to and without

their knowledge

Listening in If you listen in on a conversation or on someone talking, you listen,

especially secretly, without saying anything
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Tanks a large military fighting vehicle designed to protect those inside it from

attack, driven by wheels that turn inside moving metal belts

Parties one of the people or groups of people involved in an official argument,

arrangement, or similar situation

You can bet used to say that you are completely certain that something is true or will

happen

Have in store are going to do

Encrypting to change electronic information or signals into a secret code (= system

of letters, numbers, or symbols) that people cannot understand or use

on normal equipment

Principles a basic idea or rule that explains or controls how something happens or

works

Correspond to match or be similar or equal

Crack the code understand the code

Not so fast used in speech to say that one disagrees with what someone has said or

to tell someone to stop or slow down

Pattern a particular way in which something is done, is organised, or happens

Morse code a system used for sending messages, in which letters and numbers are

represented by short and long marks, sounds, or flashes of light

Outbreak a time when something suddenly begins, especially a disease or

something else dangerous or unpleasant

Compromised weakened or damaged
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Break out If something dangerous or unpleasant breaks out, it suddenly starts

Window period of time

Assembled to come together in a single place or bring parts together in a single

group

Troops soldiers

Impending used to refer to an event, usually something unpleasant or unwanted,

that is going to happen soon

Key very important

Era a period of time of which particular events or stages of development are

typical

Eccentric strange or unusual, sometimes in a humorous way

Radiator a device, usually a container filled with water, that sends out heat, often

as part of a heating or cooling system

Chain (a length of) rings usually made of metal that are connected together

and used for fastening, pulling, supporting, or limiting freedom, or as

jewellery

Sole being one only; single

Deciphering to discover the meaning of something written badly or in a difficult or

hidden way

Causing havoc causing a lot of damage

Sinking causing a ship to sink (to go below the surface of the water)
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By the dozen in large amounts

Anticipate to imagine or expect that something will happen

Crucial extremely important or necessary

Series a number of similar or related events or things, one following another

Cryptography the practice of creating and understanding codes that keep information

secret

Acknowledged known

Ensuring to make something certain to happen

Eventual happening or existing at a later time or at the end, especially after a lot

of effort, problems, etc.

Buzzword a word or expression from a particular subject area that has become

fashionable by being used a lot, especially on television and in the

newspapers

Rings a bell sounds familiar

In inverted commas used in spoken English after a word or phrase to show that it has not

been used accurately or that the opposite meaning is intended

Tell a machine apart tell the difference between a machine and something else

Deemed to consider or judge something in a particular way

Gross indecency morally offensive behaviour

Castration the process of removing the testicles of a male animal or human
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Oestrogen a female hormone that causes development and change in the

reproductive organs (= organs involved in producing babies)

Libido a person's sexual desire

Emerge to appear by coming out of something or out from behind something

Impotent If a man is impotent, he cannot have sex because his penis cannot

become hard or stay hard

Tissue a group of connected cells in an animal or plant that are similar to each

other, have the same purpose, and form the stated part of the animal or

plant

Cyanide an extremely powerful poison that can kill people

Widely agreed most people agree

Espionage the discovering of secrets, especially political or military information of

another country or the industrial information of a business

Liable very likely to do something

Compromised to become a spy for your enemy

Tragic very sad, often involving death and suffering

Pardoned If someone who has committed a crime is pardoned, that person is

officially forgiven and their punishment is stopped

Absolved (especially in religion or law) to free someone from guilt, blame, or

responsibility for something

Pardon see 'pardoned'
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Posthumous happening after a person's death

None other said when you want to show that someone or something is a surprising

or exciting choice or example

Convicted having officially been found guilty of a crime in a law court

Make up to take the place of something lost or damaged or to compensate for

something bad with something good

We’d love to get your feedback on this podcast.

What did you like? What could we do better?

What did you struggle to understand?

You can email us at hi@leonardoenglish.com.
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