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(U) Former schoolteacher Gene Grabeel was h1red rn 1943 by one of NSA's predecessors to begrn a 

I 
cryptolog1c effort agarnst a target that had been neglected durrng the war. Soon she and an Army 
off1cer began lookrng over the collected traff1c: Russ1an d1plomat1c cables. Or so they were believed to 

I 
be. It turned out that there was KGB and GRU (secret pollee, more or less) traffic among the 
d1plomat1c cables. . 

I 

! (U) Th1s was the begrnnrng of the project known today as VENONA. 

I (U) Grabeel stayed rn varrous leadership roles on the VENONA effort, even though others became 
·more prominent at the phenomenally d1ff1cult cryptanalysiS rnvolved. The VENONA traff1c was a code, 
wh1ch was vulnerable to what we call bookbreak1ng, but was superenc1phered w1th one-t1me pads, a 
serres of random numbers renderrng the system unbreakable. However, fortunately for the U.S., 
wart1me pressures had caused the Sov1ets to reuse some one-t1me pads, makrng some messages JUSt 
barely vulnerable to decryption -- "two-t1me pads" are merely almost unbreakable. 

(U) As a result of their efforts on VENONA (among other thrngs, rn some cases), people such as 
Meredith Gardner, Genev1eve Grot1an Fernstern, and Richard Le1bler were rnducted rnto the Cryptolog1c 
Hall of Honor. Another result of those efforts was people like Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, Klaus Fuchs, 
Alger H1ss, and William We1sband* losrng their JObs, or worse. 

(U) The only vulnerable traffic was from about 1940 to 1948; as t1me went on, Grabeel and her 
cohorts worked rncreas1ngly aged traffic, although 1t remarned valuable for many years. She was not 
the only one who stayed for decades; the work took so long to understand that 1t d1d not encourage 
new people to come rn and learn how to do 1t. 

(U) Grabeel ret1red rn 1973, after thirty years on that same target. The VENONA effort was frnally 
halted rn 1980, when the amount of return from workrng the decades-old traffic was no longer deemed: 
worth the effort rnvolved. ! 

(U) The Cryptologic Almanac overv1ew of VENONA 1s here; the Center for Cryptolog1c History's VENONA 
Story IS also available, as 1s a three-volume History of VENONA. 

(U) The photos show Grabeel at the start of her career, and rn 1995, when her and her colleagues' work 
was declass1f1ed and announced to an astonrshed world. 

*Or see his Intelltoedta entrv on Intelink.(U) Discuss h1storrcal top1cs w1th rnterestrng folks. V1s1t the 
Center for Cryptolog1c History's blog, Historv Rocks ("go history rocks"). 

(U) Larger v1ew of photo 1 - Larger v1ew of photo 2 

(U) Have a question or comment on "History Today"? Contact us at DL cch or cch@nsa. 
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