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Abstract

“Can not find any info on Delastelle
— Nothing on record in this country.”
(William Friedman, 18 Jan 1955, NSA
Archives A63734) Following these words,
the then-director of the US National Secu-
rity Agency hailed contacts in Europe, hop-
ing that someone would fill in this missing
information. The initial inquiry was sent
to Friedman by amateur American cryptog-
rapher William Maxwell Bowers; in 1963,
Bowers would publish under a pseudonym
all that he could find on the matter (The
Cryptogram 1963, preserved under refer-
ence VF 54-30 at the US National Cryp-
tologic Museum). Since this document,
which had a very limited audience, almost
no new information on Delastelle was pub-
lished, and indeed most of the information
available widely today on Delastelle is at
best fragmentary.

In this paper we reopen that case, review-
ing information about the life and work of
Félix-Marie Delastelle, establishing data
overlooked by earlier historians, correct-
ing several oft-repeated errors and bringing
novel documents to public awareness.

Félix-Marie Delastelle is briefly mentioned in
Kahn’s monograph (Kahn, 1996, Chap. 8) as one
of the great French cryptographers of the late 19th
century — along the likes of Kerckhoffs, de Viaris,
Valerio, and Bazeries — and “the only major writer
on cryptology of the time who was not in the mili-
tary”. A single paragraph sketches the biography
of that unusual individual. Kahn drew the (par-
tially incorrect) information verbatim from Bow-
ers’ Cryptogram article1 (Bowers, 1963), which is

1Bowers also wrote a series of earlier leaflets, Practical
cryptanalysis, edited by the American Cryptogram Associ-

based “on documents in the Mairie of Saint-Malo
and on recollections of Delastelle’s niece (Kahn,
1996, Note 242).”

As part of his personal interest in the matter,
Bowers contacted NSA’s director William Fried-
man, in the hope that he would know additional
details — he did not. This triggered an investiga-
tion from the NSA2,3 (Figure 1) that seems to have
culminated in a different, but similarly laconic sum-
mary4. While both sources point out that Delastelle
was a complete outsider in the field of cryptogra-
phy, and highlight his detailed knowledge of the
techniques of his time, neither manage to peer into
any details of his life or works besides his famous
“bifid” and “trifid” ciphers. Delastelle died in 1902
(more on that later).

Our investigation followed the tracks that these
sleuths had initiated. We obtained documents
from the Tobacco Administration where Delastelle
worked, got access to his civil status registry, found
published and unpublished work of his, followed
his formative years and early career, tracked down
his family properties and finances, and scoured
various archives to collect evidence and crumbs of
context. This information allows us to draw a much
more precise, though still incomplete, portrait of
this evasive and famous amateur cryptographer. At
the very least, it makes it possible to correct mis-
takes in earlier accounts that are (at the time of
writing) uncritically repeated by multiple sources,
including Wikipedia5.

ation. Volume 2 (1960) and 3 (1961) discuss Delastelle’s
ciphers. His later Cryptogram article added some information
and focuses on biographical aspects that appear in Kahn’s
account.

2Letter from William F. Friedman to William Bowers, 18
January 1955, Archives of the NSA, ref A63734.

3Letter from William F. Friedman to Boris Hagelin, 19
January 1955, Archives of the NSA, ref A63700.

4Letter DK 54-40, 5 May 1969, National Cryptologic Mu-
seum.

5At the time of writing, the Google search engine when
queried for an image of “Félix-Marie Delastelle” only returns
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Figure 1: Friedman’s letters to Bowers and Hagelin, Archives of the NSA.

It was indeed difficult to find accurate and verifi-
able information about the man. Delastelle moved
a lot across France, he often changed the way he
himself spelled his name (seemingly on a whim),
and he lived a very discreet life. While digitised
databases and declassified documents are tremen-
dous help and easily accessible, we cannot undo
the damage of time and wars — archives were
lost or destroyed, documents and witnesses did not
survive. Bower’s main source of information, De-
lastelle’s niece, died in 1970.

One key result of this research6 is that contrary
to the established narrative, his interest and contri-
butions to the field didn’t come out of nowhere out
of the boredom of retirement following a nonde-
script career: he was a lifelong inventor, tinkerer,
and mathematician.

Félix-Marie Delastelle was born January 5, 1840
in the French city of Saint-Malo, at 8:00 AM, the
son of 37-years old Captain Charles Delastelle and
27-years old Louise Cécile Delastelle (née Moi-
son). The Delastelle family — sometimes writ-

pictures of the completely unrelated French mathematician
Camille Jordan!

6Which is extended in the full version of this article to
include all new documents and additional biographic details.

ten “de Lastelle”7 — was a rather wealthy family
of seafarers and merchants long associated with
the city of Saint-Malo8, and later with Madagas-
car (Micouin and Harel, 2008; Fontoynont, 1935).
Félix-Marie was preceded by three children (see
fig. 2): Charles Hyacinthe (named after his pa-
ternal grandfather, born 21 November 1833 and
deceased 31 October 1834, before the age of one);
Charles Louis (born in 1835); Auguste Michel
(born in 1837), who shall play an important role
model. Félix-Marie was followed by a younger
sister Louise Marie Joséphine (born in 1843).

The father Charles is presumed lost at sea, with
an official date of death of 16 November 18429,10.
It is unclear how the family dealt with this loss. Pre-
sumably, it put some financial pressure on them11;

7The name is absent from contemporary French nobiliaries
(Dayre de Mailhol, 1843 1898).

8The name Delastelle is one of those to whom the famous
French poet Chateaubriand, writing about his future sepulture
in Saint-Malo, expresses gratitude in a 1831 letter to the then-
Mayor of the city, Louis-François Hovius (de Chateaubriand,
1997 original publication 1849, Appendix 1).

9Civil registry for the birth of Louise Josephine, Saint-
Malo Archives.

10Civil registry for the marriage of Louise Joséphine with
Édouard Béhier, Saint-Malo Archives.

11Louise Cécile owned appartments that she later rented as
barracks to the local soldiers dispatch; the other owner was
Mayor Hovius. Rapports et délibérations du Conseil général
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