
August Recap 

UMRA Reads met on August 25 via Zoom to discuss the amazing book, The 
Woman Who Smashed Codes by Jason Fagone from the genre nonfiction-
biography. The book tells the extraordinary story of Elizebeth Friedman who 
loved literature, words and poetry. She was excited about the possibilities of 
words and believed the alphabet to be a miracle. 

As a young Quaker woman recently graduated from university, Elizebeth was 
hired by a wealthy eccentric to live on his estate and work at Riverbank 
Laboratories. It was there, while looking for secret messages thought to be 
hidden in Shakespeare’s plays, she discovered she had “a marvelous talent.” This 

is also where she met and married William Friedman who became her partner in deciphering codes. 
Together, they were recognized as the power couple in modern cryptology.  

She was enlisted by the Coast Guard to decipher coded messages. She accomplished this by hand and 
went on to develop methods to decipher secret codes throughout WW I, Prohibition and WW II. She 
helped catch gangsters and smugglers, exposed the Nazi spy ring in South America and cracked multiple 
versions of the Enigma machine in multiple languages. She set up teams, trained others, and wrote 
materials that helped develop and shape the modern intelligence community. 

The group felt Jason Fagone did an outstanding job researching and documenting events and 
personalities, pulling together information from an enormous number of materials, and documenting 
this information by chapter at the end of the book. This research was made possible by Elizebeth, who 
was highly organized and preserved all of her own and William’s work at the Jackson Foundation, to be 
available and helpful to future generations of cryptanalysts and scholars. 

We were excited to learn of Elizebeth’s role in these events and appreciated insights into the human 
side of Elizebeth and William’s life and relationship. Some welcomed the additional information about 
deciphering itself and the many ways to code. The group enjoyed the book and would highly 
recommend it to others. 

--Corrine Serrell, September Group Facilitator 

 


