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Turing’s Spirit Hovers at a Restored Estate
Where the Real 'Imitation Game' Happened

By EDWARD ROTHSTEIN NOV. 28, 2014

BLETCHLEY, England — When “Captain Ridley’s shooting party” gathered here
in late August 1938 as weekend guests at Bletchley Park, a Buckinghamshire
country house, they were accompanied by one of the finest chefs from the Savoy
hotel. But the hunting that took place wasn’t the usual. The visitors were
members of MI6 and the Government Code and Cypher School in Britain,
scouting out a retreat for code breakers who would be needed in the coming war.

By now, of course, the estate’s cover is fully blown. This mock-Tudor, mock-
Gothic, red brick mansion, framed by aged trees and with a picturesque pond,
has become familiar from documentaries and television broadcasts and will soon
become even more well known from the new film “The Imitation Game.”

Perhaps a hundred yards away, the bucolic landscaping comes to an end,
with prefab-looking buildings crammed together and labeled things like “Hut 6”
or “Hut 8.” Here, in drab rooms, about 9,000 mathematicians, linguists,
cryptographers, clerks and classicists worked around the clock throughout the
war to break German codes.

But for three decades after the war, who knew? Britain’s Official Secrets Act
erased the history and silenced the participants. The estate, about an hour by
train northwest of London, became a training school for teachers and then for
postal workers. In 1991, there were plans to demolish it for a housing
development.

But that was without reckoning with the growing understanding of what had
happened here. Code breaking helped the Allies plan D-Day, turned the tide on
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the Russian front and helped foil U-boat attacks in the Atlantic. Churchill
famously called the workers here geese who “laid the golden eggs and never
cackled.” So when the Bletchley Park Trust was established and opened a
museum here in 1993, the point was to show off some golden eggs, and perhaps
even cackle a bit.

The museum was also tapping into interest in Alan Turing: the brilliant
mathematician, master code breaker and irascible, persecuted genius of “The
Imitation Game.” Turing and Bletchley Park have inspired another feature film
(“Enigma”), a play (“Breaking the Code”), television series (“Codebreakers,” “The
Bletchley Circle”) and a growing library of books, most notably the extraordinary
1983 biography by Andrew Hodges, “Alan Turing: The Enigma” (which provides
very loose inspiration for the new movie).

Recently, interest in Turing has grown, spurred by recognition of his work,
but also of his life: He was shamefully prosecuted for homosexuality in 1952 (and
two years later committed suicide, an inquest concluded). Bletchley Park
displays a signed copy of Prime Minister Gordon Brown’s 2009 government
apology. (Turing received a posthumous royal pardon in 2013.)

And while Bletchley Park has not had an easy time of it — in 2008, a
hundred academics signed a letter to The Times of London, outraged by
disrepair and neglect here — a recent visit showed it to be exceptionally vigorous.
After receiving a $7.9 million government grant and raising $4.7 million from
other sources, Bletchley Park completed the first stage of a planned renovation in
June, restoring buildings and landscaping, creating a visitor center with an
introductory exhibition and mounting new exhibitions in the “huts.”

Now, with “The Imitation Game” poised to increase attention further
(though its account of Turing’s code breaking is startlingly jumbled), Bletchley
Park has opened a yearlong exhibition about the making of the film as a lure for
“set-jetters” eager to visit where parts were filmed.

The other exhibitions here strike a more sober and weighty note, though
with some flaws: They are splintered among many buildings; there is no
systematic narrative; older exhibitions mix with the new. The effect is a little like
that of the mansion, where rooms were added in different eras and with different
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styles.

But, in the end, it doesn’t matter: There is more here than can be absorbed
in a single visit. An exhibition about Turing presents a survey of his
mathematical papers, along with personal artifacts (including his teddy bear, in
front of which he might have practiced his mathematics lectures at Cambridge
University).

Another exhibition sketches the daily life of this secluded wartime world,
with its high concentrations of women, as well as eccentric geniuses like the
classicist Alfred Dillwyn Knox (who had famously pieced together papyrus
fragments found in an Egyptian cave). Ian Fleming also spent time here.

Displays of German coding machines show just how daunting a task the
code breakers faced: Those machines contained rotating discs and a plug board
that, on the German Navy’s Enigma, for example, allowed for about a billion
million million possibilities — and settings were changed every day.

In the huts, sound and video installations evoke the frantic yet meticulous
work that went on. Turing’s office, in Hut 8, looks as if he had just stepped out,
his cryptic markings covering a blackboard. Desks throughout the complex, like
his, are covered with pencils, pads, typewriters and reference volumes — state of
the era’s cryptographic art. Nearby are higher-tech touch screens that guide us
through some techniques that were used.

These exhibitions are likely to grow in importance over time, because they
are so detailed and careful — good correctives for growing misconceptions. For
example, the most common image now associated with Bletchley Park is of the
Bombe, a magnificent machine whose clicking rotors are also often used in “The
Imitation Game” as evidence of Turing’s genius. The Bombes were all dismantled
after the war, but in 2007, a working model was recreated that now hypnotically
draws visitors to a demonstration.

But however impressive, the Bombe is, so to speak, overblown. It is not, the
exhibition reminds us, a computer. It does no calculations. It simply runs
through possible Enigma settings. Polish cryptographers had built a simpler one
before the war. The Bombe was necessary, but insufficient.

The real advances in computer technology occurred in a roomsize
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monstrosity with over 1,500 vacuum tubes, built by an engineer, Tommy
Flowers, and known as the Colossus. It may have been the world’s first
programmable electronic computer, and was used to break another notoriously
complex code, one used by Hitler and the German high command. It, too, was
demolished, but a working reconstruction is the centerpiece of the independently
run National Museum of Computing, located here in space rented from Bletchley
Park (and well worth visiting).

In many ways, too, the human decoding work was more impressive than the
mechanical. Each day, the task was to determine the Enigma settings that were
used. Possibilities had to be narrowed by statistical analysis and clever
deductions before the Bombe could be used. And that was where Turing and his
colleagues showed their brilliance.

A touch screen here gives a particularly elegant example. Every time a letter
was encoded by an Enigma machine, the Enigma’s rotors would advance,
changing the code settings for the following letter. So identical letters would
rarely have identical codings, even within the same message. But the Enigma
also had a crucial quirk: A letter could never be encoded as itself. (A W in code
was never a W in the original.)

One day, a German dispatch seemed peculiar to Mavis Batey, one of
Bletchley’s leading code breakers: It did not contain a single L. Batey guessed
that it was a test message, that the operator, feeling lazy, sent it off by just hitting
a single letter over and over. So this message was entirely composed of the one
letter the coded text did not contain: L. This led her to the day’s Enigma setting.
And that setting decoded other messages that led to the British Navy’s victory in
the 1941 Battle of Matapan, in Italy.

Is there another example in history when a battle was won because of a
single letter?

Bletchley Park is on Sherwood Drive, Bletchley, Milton Keynes, Buckinghamshire, England; 44-1908-640404,
bletchleypark.org.uk.

A version of this review appears in print on November 29, 2014, on page C1 of the New York edition with the
headline: Turing’s Spirit Hovers at a Restored Estate.
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