Spy Ciphers
by Emily Satayathum

During the American Revolution, spies played a very important role in helping the colonies fight for their
independence. At that time, there were no cell phones, computers, or secure messaging apps. Instead, spies
had to find clever ways to send secret information without being caught. One of the most important tools
they used was the cipher, which is a special code that hides the true meaning of a message.

A cipher works by changing the real words into symbols, numbers, or different letters so that only
someone who knows the key—the secret rule—can understand it. If the enemy captured a message, it
would look like a bunch of nonsense. But to the spy and the person receiving the message, it made perfect
sense once decoded.

One famous group of spies who used ciphers was the Culper Spy Ring. This group worked for General
George Washington. They sent messages about British troop movements, supplies, and secret plans. The
Culper spies used a codebook that matched certain numbers to certain words. For example, the number 711
meant “George Washington” and 728 meant “New York.” Instead of writing names that might get them

caught, they wrote only numbers. The codebook made it very hard for the British to figure out what the

messages really meant.




Spies also used invisible ink to hide their writing. They wrote messages between the lines of a normal-
looking letter. When someone heated the paper or brushed it with a special chemical, the hidden words
appeared. Washington encouraged his spies to use invisible ink because it was safer than writing an entire
secret message that could be spotted.

Another helpful tool was the masking letter. A spy would write a regular, harmless letter about daily life.
Then the person receiving it would place a special cut-out sheet, called a mask, on top of the letter. The
mask blocked out the unimportant words and revealed a hidden message made from the remaining ones.
This made the message look completely innocent to anyone else.

Spy ciphers were an important part of winning the American Revolution. They helped the Continental
Army plan battles, avoid traps, and learn what the British were doing. Even though the tools were simple,
the creativity and bravery of the spies made a huge difference. Today, learning about these secret codes

helps us understand how intelligence and communication shaped history—and reminds us that sometimes

the quietest heroes are the ones who work in the shadows.




Instructions

Supplies Needed:
o toilet paper tube

* paper
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 writing utensils
* glue or tape

* paper to write and exchange secret messages

Note:
 If you’d like to exchange messages with a friend or family member you can
either lend them your cipher or double the supplies and make 2. You and

the recipient will both need to use the same cipher in order for to read the

messages exchanged.




Make the alphabet strips
e First you will need to cut two strips of paper that are approximately 1" wide
x 5.5“ long. You may want to cut some extras, it may take a bit of trial and
error to get the sizing and spacing of the letters correct.
e On one strip write the alphabet in order A through Z

e On the second strip write the alphabet in a randomized/scramble order. The

scrambled letters make it a unique cipher. Reminder that if you are making

2 ciphers to make 2 copies of the randomized strip.
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Wrap the strips around the tube
e Wrap the normal A-Z strip around the toilet paper tube near one end and
tape it in place.
e Wrap the scrambled strip around the tube right next to it, so the two strips
form two rows of letters.

e Make sure both strips are snug and lined up neatly before taping them

down. Now you have a cipher wheel!




How to use your cipher (the fun part!)
To Encode a message (make it secret):
o Pick a secret key letter (for example, “D”)
e Rotate the tube until the A on the normal alphabet strip lines up with your
chosen key letter on the scrambled strip.
e Now look at each letter in your message:
o Find it on the normal alphabet row
o Write down the letter next to it on the scrambled row

e The new letters spell your secret coded message!

To Decode a message (read the secret):
e You must know the secret key letter
e Turn the tube so A on the normal strip lines up with the key letter on the
scrambled strip.
e Read each coded letter from the scrambled row and find its partner on the
normal row

e Decode each letter and read the message!

We would love to see your spy ciphers and secret messages! Share a picture with
us via email bvhsrosehill@gmail.com, or share on Facebook and tag Bay Village

Historical Society.
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