
Joan Clarke  

Early life 

Joan Elisabeth Lowther Clarke was born on 24 June 1917 in 

West Norwood, London. She was the youngest child, and had 

a brother, as well as three sisters. 

She attended Dulwich high school for girls in south London and 

won a scholarship in 1936, to attend Newham College, 

Cambridge. It was at this college that she gained a double first 

degree in mathematics. 

Although, she was denied a full degree. This was because until 1948, Cambridge awarded them 

only to men. 

Career 

Gordon Welchman discovered Clarke’s mathematic abilities first in a geometry class. Later on, his 

intelligence led him to becoming one of the four top mathematicians that would be recruited in 1939 

to supervise multiple decoding operations at a place called Bletchley Park. Knowing Clarke’s abilities in 

mathematics, he recruited her to join him at the operations at the park, and she joined the 'Government 

Code and Cypher School’(GCCS). 

The GCCS began in 1939 with one purpose. To break the Enigma code. 

An Enigma is a machine created by the 

German army, used to encrypt messages. And 

it was strongly believed that it was simply  

unbreakable. Clarke first arrived at Bletchely 

park on 17th June 1940, and got straight to 

work. Initially, she was placed in an all-women 

group, which was referred to as ‘’The Girls’’, 

who mainly had a routine of simple clerical 

work. During this time, cryptology (studying or 

breaking codes) was not considered a job for 

a woman in England. And according to Clarke, 

she only knew only one of the other female 

cryptologists working there. 



Decoding the missions 

Carrying on working in a section known as Hut 8, 

she quickly became the only female practitioner 

of Banburismus, a complex process by Alan 

Turning, reducing the need for bombes, which 

were large machines with computers used by 

Welchman and Turning. Clarke’s first promotion 

was to Linguist Grade, designed to earn her more 

money, even though she only spoke English. This 

promotion was a recognition of her hard work 

and contributions to the team. Hugh alexander, 

who was the head of hut 8 from 1943 to 1944 

admired her a lot, saying she was ‘’one of the best banburists in the section’’, which was incredible as 

Hugh himself was known as the greatest banburists in the world! 

                                                                                   Above: a ‘Bome’ machine. 

In 1941, trawlers got captured as well as their important cipher equipment and codes. Before this 

information was obtained, wolf packs (convoys of German U-boats) had sunk 282,000 tons of shipping 

a month. But due to Clarke’s team, this number had dropped to only 62,000 tons. Missions similar to 

this were happening daily, and these intense missions were still hard work even for Clarke, but she was 

OK and happy with her job. Further intercepting the German codes, countless lives would be saved, 

even ciphering bombings and raids.  

As Clarke’s work continued, her hard 

working was worth it as she 

eventually got promoted to deputy 

head of hut 8, proving her 

intelligence and determination. 

However, Clarke could 

unfortunately not get promoted any 

higher as well as not getting the 

same amount of pay as the men 

working in the section.  

Right: The famous Bletchley park. 

After the war 

Once world war 2 was over (which in part was due to her important work) she was not done with codes, 

and she joined the Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ). It was at this place that she 

met Lieutenant-Colonel John Murray, a retired soldier who had served in India. They eventually got 

married on 26th July 1952, but soon after John had to leave work due to health problems. They moved 

to Crail, Fife. they went back to work in GCHQ in 1962.  

Following her husband’s death in 1980, she helped Sir Harry Hinsley with much of his book ‘British 

Intelligence in the Second World War’, as well as helping multiple historians. Not much else is known, 

as she was a very private person.  And others have said that she was ‘rather plain’. However, it is known 

that she had a number of passions, including botanical work (Studying plants), chess and knitting. She 

died on the 4th of September, 1996. 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 


