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Dag Spicer: Okay, it’s August 20, 2013. We are privileged today to be with Diane Kolaczowska. I’m sorry 

if I mispronounce that and thank you so much for joining us today.  

Diana Habdank-Kolaczkowska: It’s a pleasure. 

Spicer: We’re going to be speaking a bit about World War II and your work with Alan Turing and the code 

breakers at Bletchley Park. And first we’d like to begin however with your childhood. Could you tell us a 

bit about where you grew up? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: I was born in India. My father was a high court judge with the Indian Civil 

Service and he was also in the Secret Service, which we didn’t know at the time, and he used to 

disappear for long intervals. We presumed it was on judgely duties but it was something quite different 

apparently we found later. And then leaving India we came back to my home in Scotland and I went to 

school at Edinburgh and then I later went to Girton College, Cambridge; so that is it. 

Spicer: Wonderful. When you were a small child did you have interests; sports or hobbies? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Well, [I was] always making things with my hands, building things as a small 

child; making little castles, little houses, little mud figures. And then, later on, drawing and painting and 

writing. At a very early age I started writing poetry, I remember, but I mean, these were my real interests, 

writing and drawing and painting and working with ceramics later. 

Spicer: Did you have any favorite subjects in school? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Writing, English; English and history. History and English were my top 

subjects.  

Spicer: Wonderful. What was your first exposure to computers? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: When I came to America, actually. I mean, apparently we were doing on 

computers but I didn’t know anything about it. We didn’t do any computer work ourselves. 

Spicer: Now what year was this? 
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Habdank-Kolaczkowska: That? When we came? I don’t remember. When did we come to America? 19 . 

. . ? 

Anita Kolaczkowska [daughter]: 1984. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Yes, something like that. 

Spicer: 1984? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: That’s the first time I actually had a computer to do anything on. 

Spicer: Okay, because we’re not considering the Colossus, a computer in that case? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: No, no, I mean, <inaudible>. 

Spicer: Okay, that’s a good point. Did your parents have any desires for you to go in a certain direction; 

study something? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: After Girton my mother had great ideas that I should marry the man next door; 

because then we could combine the two properties and make them one and she thought that would be an 

excellent idea. It had belonged to our family in way, way back and she would like to have it all back again 

under the same name but I had other ideas.  

Spicer: And what were those ideas? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Well, I wanted to write. I wanted to travel. I wanted to go around and see the 

world; get out and about a bit. 

Spicer: Now at about this time let’s say you’re 18 and leaving school? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: That’s right. 

Spicer: What things did you do? 
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Habdank-Kolaczkowska: When did I leave school? 

Spicer: Once you had left school what did you do? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: I went to France, to Paris; that was my first trip. I went with my father; he was 

a wonderful person to travel with because he was a great talker and he met everybody and he talked to 

everybody and we always had a good time when I went with him. And he left me at the house of one of 

our relations who lived in Paris and she took me around and introduced me to a lot of people. I had a 

really good time. And then I went back to Scotland again. 

Spicer: Were you working or studying? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: No, I went to Girton College Cambridge after that. My mother decided my 

education was not complete. 

Spicer: Oh yes, I’m sorry. So, after Cambridge? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: So after Cambridge. 

Spicer: Yes. And what year would this have been? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Oh I wish I remembered dates; I never do. 

Spicer: Okay. We can figure it out later. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Anyway, we can work it back by my age at the time what the date was. 

Spicer: And so after Cambridge? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: After university. Then she said-- then now she had the great idea to get me 

married, as I said, to our next door neighbor and I had other ideas. My father luckily was on my said. He 

said “It’s quite ridiculous. You’ve got to see the world before you do anything.” And that’s when we went 

to Paris.  

Spicer: I see.  
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Habdank-Kolaczkowska: And that was fun.  

Spicer: And then shortly after the war broke out, is that true? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Oh yes, well I joined the Wrens; I became a Wren and I had to go through all 

the various, you know, you went to, I think it was at Mill Hill where we set up the first Wren training center 

and we learned to march and salute and do all these things we would have to learn to do in the Navy and 

a certain sort of part in what they called Naval Code we had to learn by heart and that took quite some 

time. I don’t remember how long that took but then finally I was a Wren and then I became a Wren driver. 

They found that I could drive it rather well. I loved driving. So I was a driver for quite a long time for the 

Navy.  

And it was while I was driving one of the cars that the commanding officer who was with me said “This is 

a waste of your possibilities. You should be doing something much more interesting. Would you be 

interested in trying another form of war work?” So I said “Yes, anything for a change would be a very 

good idea.” And then he said “You will be hearing from the War Office in due course.” And so I thought oh 

well, you know, then I seemed to say so “Well, I’m sure nothing will happen,” but I did get a letter from the 

War Office about a month later telling me that I was selected to go to a place called Bletchley Park and 

after that everything would be made clear to me. And I was simply to say to anybody who asked where I 

was going “Station X,” that’s all you would have to say. So all I knew about it was that it was called 

Station X and that’s where I’m going. And that is where I went eventually. We were taken to live at a 

manor house called Gayhurst, which was a lovely, a very beautiful old, old house; a very elegant English 

old country house and this was very, very nice but when we actually went to Bletchley Park the shock 

was terrific. It was hideous; the most hideous building you can imagine. It was built by a man called Leon 

who had lots of money but no taste and this house was an extraordinary mixture of Tudor, I don’t know 

what century and what country but minarets and little  castellations all over the place and hundreds of 

windows. And I remember we all said “My god, this is Bletchley Park? This?” This is our first shock. 

Spicer: And now, when you arrived at Bletchley, did they train you further? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: No. To begin with we just had lots and lots of-- you had to give an example of 

your written work. They gave you a subject and said write about it, two pages. So I remember writing 

about a garden that I liked very much that we had at home and what <inaudible> had been our old 

gardener was always catching us stealing fruit and he would go report us to the house and we got into 

trouble later. It was one of those silly essays about nothing in particular but that was what my first written 

work there.  

Spicer: What were your next steps at Bletchley? 
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Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Well, then we had to sign the Official Secrets Act in which I swore that never in 

this living world would I divulge to anybody a word of what went on after that and for years after I kept it. I 

realize now that it’s all public knowledge more or less but somehow I still feel it’s something I’ve swore to; 

I have to keep my <inaudible> for my own sake so I have never really told anybody what we did at 

Bletchley. We were given a whole list of letters and we had to make sense out of them; that’s where the 

codes were. They were jumbled up phrases originally in German, which were then translated. We actually 

had a huge German dictionary which you could go to in despair if you had suddenly a rare genius you 

might think of something but you somehow had to make sentences out of these jumbled words. It was 

very difficult and it took a lot of time. But we managed to do it little by little. And I was lucky because I 

worked with Alan Turing, who was extremely helpful; he was one of the nicest people I ever knew. 

Spicer: Can you tell us a bit more about Dr. Turing? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: He was very shy when I first met him and I was shy too, so there were two of 

us there, and then he said “You know, we have to get to know each other.” He said “What are you 

interested in?” So I said I liked art, music and he was a great musician; he was very fond of music. He 

said “Well, I have some really excellent records. Would you like to come in the evening and we can play 

some?” And that’s how we really started just listening to musical records and it was really very nice but he 

was really a very nice person and I think he was badly treated. People didn’t understand. I mean, you 

know, whatever his private life was that’s as far I was concerned; that was his private life, nothing to do 

with me but in every other aspect he was charming. He was very, very nice. 

Spicer: I’m keeping in mind what you’d said earlier about you not wishing to discuss your work in detail, 

but can you tell us in general terms what you and Turing were working on? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Well, we were given these lists of letters; they didn’t make sense but you had 

to try to formulate sentences out of them if you could and it was wild guesswork but somehow one got 

into a kind of a habit, I don’t know how you could say it, from one day to another you remembered what 

you did yesterday and you’d had it written down, your notes and things, and you were suddenly “Ah, of 

course that is a word.” They’ve left out three letters but you filled them in and then there was a sentence; 

and this was very complicated because the original was in German but had been translated into English 

by somebody, these odd letters had come out, and we didn’t know what language we were trying to work 

at for quite a long time but we were supplied with an enormous German dictionary which helped because 

then if you were missing something you could find the letter; maybe that was it and it made a word in 

German which I didn’t understand at the time but I wasn’t up in German but after a bit I began to learn 

German from the sentences but it took a long time.  

Spicer: Did you have sense of the importance of your work? 
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Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Only because Winston Churchill paid us a visit. We were one of the few places 

he ever visited personally and he came to tell us that without us they could not win the war; so that made 

us feel much better. We were all very proud of ourselves after that. So he said “Please carry on. You’re 

doing splendidly.” He said “Without you, we will never win this war.” So that was the biggest boost any of 

us could possibly have, you can imagine. 

Spicer: That’s tremendous. How many other people did you work with in this group?  

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: There were about half a dozen of us that I was every day seeing. There were 

a lot of people there. There were hundreds of people there. Bletchley Park was crowded. I mean, you 

were always seeing faces you’d never seen before when you went out for a walk but among our particular 

group I mean, maybe a dozen of us all together when I think back… about 12, 15 [persons]. 

Spicer: Were you in a particular hut? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: I was in hut nine and hut eight; the two huts that I worked in different times. 

Spicer: Did you know the groups in the other huts? For example hut six? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Well, we weren’t supposed to mingle with them. 

Spicer: No. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: And we never talked to them. So you used see people and nod and you 

smiled and I sat and had coffee with one girl from the hut; she said “You know, we’re going to get in 

trouble. We’re not supposed to talk to each other.” I said “Well, we’re only talking about art and painting.” 

She said “Never mind, who knows what secrets we may be divulging to each other.” So that was the only 

time I ever talked with anybody outside our group; it was very funny. They were very strict about that. 

Spicer: Were there any other people besides Turing who were supervising or otherwise directing…? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Oh yes, there were. We had several naval commanders who came from time 

to time and an old admiral on one occasion but they were quite a lot of senior officers mingling around 

and they always spent time to talk to you, which was really nice so one doesn’t feel out on a limb all the 

time.  But they didn’t push themselves. They just, you know, you had your rote work to do and you just 

bucked through it at your own speed and nobody sat on your neck which was nice. 
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Spicer: How about the other women in your group; were they from similar backgrounds?  

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Well they were very mixed. Some were definitely of the same-- we came from 

the same kind of families, definitely. There was one girl who was a debutante at the same time I was so 

we remembered how we had curtsied to the Queen and all that kind of theater; it was quite funny to look 

back on and talk about. And then there was a girl who was-- she had been a cook in the house of some 

friends of ours. She said “I remember you very well.” She said “You always used to come in and say “Are 

you having any salmon today?” She said “So we always called you the salmon freak.” But she was very 

nice and she was quite clever and she was-- but they came from various walks of life definitely. 

Spicer: Do you know how they were recruited? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: I haven’t a clue. They did have recruiters out in the field looking for people. 

Somebody said that a complete stranger stopped her on the street one day and said “Are you interested 

in any kind of war work?” And she said “I was a bit taken aback.” I said “Well, I’m doing my best at the 

moment.” And then he said “Oh well, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to bother you.” And went. So presumably one 

of the recruiters but he hit the wrong-- he didn’t win on that one at any rate.  

Spicer: Tell us a bit about the war, if you can, and just how long you were at Bletchley and as the war 

was ending, how did things change? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Oh yes, that’s a good question. I have no account of the time, odd when I think 

of it; 1941, ’42, ’43, I <inaudible> all together about three years at the most, somewhere in that region of 

timeframe.  

Spicer: You left in ’44 do you think? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: That’s right, after ’44. Bletchley was my last place. 

Spicer: After Bletchley, what did you do? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Well after Bletchley, what did I do? I went to Paris for a bit I know and I was at 

home in Scotland and of course I went to Girton; I had to go to university to finish my education.  

Spicer: Okay. 
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Habdank-Kolaczkowska: I was taken away from it in order to go to Bletchley. 

Spicer: Oh I see. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: I went back to finish it to get my degree and that was the end of hard work as 

far as I was concerned. 

Spicer: Right. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: And then I got married.  

Spicer: What are you most proud of about your work at Bletchley? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: I think I was very good at getting the meaning of these phrases -- I remember 

several times they said “Thanks to Diana we now know what that message was about. She’s made sense 

out of these extraordinary jumbled words.” I had a knack of being able to do that. I had a pretty good 

range of vocabulary to begin with, thanks to my father, so I had a lot of words in my mind that I could 

imagine. I could visualize from these letters and sometimes it was wrong but sometimes it hit the right 

note. I was just lucky. It was more luck than anything else I think. 

Spicer: Did you use Colossus?  

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Oh the Colossus. 

Spicer: Yes, what can you tell us about that? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Not anything, really. I signed so many papers that I don’t know if I ever could 

again. But it was an extraordinary thing and of course these “Bombes” that we worked on; they were 

amazing. They most extraordinary instruments you could imagine. They were much taller than us and 

they had all these-- you had a menu given you every day and you had to put in these plugs at the back in 

exactly the right slot. And you couldn’t make a mistake; that would spoil the whole thing. And at that 

speed it was very difficult to do, I can tell you. I got completely cross-eyed at one point; I hardly could see. 

And the front of the Bombe was another [thing]. They had these little tubes that had to be put in the right 

places and then there was a wonderful day when the thing came up and on my machine and they said 

“Job up.” And so that meant they had actually made-- they had completed a message, whatever it was, 

from the German command, which was very important at that particular time. And so we all had a kind of 

free lunch as a payment for it, something very special. And you could order anything you liked and you 
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got it; that’s was their idea of keeping us happy I think. When the food is really boring as a rule, just solid 

good old English stuff. But I remember that occasion; that was fun. 

Spicer: Did you work one-on-one with the Bombe? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: That’s right. You each had your own. 

Spicer: Okay. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: That was very nice. So you knew when-- and they [the Bombes] all had 

names. Mine was “Tiger.” So Tiger and I got along very well together. And I was lucky; he was quite 

manageable. 

Spicer: After World War II, you became a homemaker? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Yes, I did.  

Spicer: And did you talk to anyone from Bletchley during those years, afterwards or…? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: I actually met Mavis Batey several times. She was extremely nice always to 

me and I always liked her very much. And I met Alan once. 

Spicer: Alan? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Alan Turing. 

Spicer: Turing, yes. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Yes, he took me out for dinner, which was very nice and we talked about 

things but he was very unhappy at the time. He was very kind of mixed up and we really kind of just held 

hands and didn’t talk very much but I liked him and he liked me and we just hit it off so it was nice. And he 

was very-- I felt that he had been badly treated really considering. He had the incredible brain and his 

mind was so sharp that without him I don’t think they would have got half the things they got. He suddenly 

had brainwaves about things and it would fit perfectly. And they’d say “That’s what it is.” And I remember 

he should have had hundreds of rewards heaped on him instead of which I hate to think what they tried to 
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do to him. And he was a man apart, quite separate from other people; he was different and basically a 

very good man, really.  

Spicer: Were there any other special people at Bletchley that you remember? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: One or two I kept in with for a short while but not really. I don’t know, we kind 

of drifted apart by common consent. I think we were afraid we would talk and, as you know, one was 

always scared that you would be letting out something that you shouldn’t. So it was better not to meet too 

often with people with whom you were working. 

Spicer: But didn’t you say you went to Alan [Turing’s] house and listened to records? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: We went and listened to records, yes. He was crazy about music and he knew 

a lot about it, much more than I did. 

Spicer: OK, just confirming.. Did you have any exposure to computers after? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: No. I really only came really exposed to computers as such here in America; 

that’s the first actual computer I did things on, wrote on. 

Spicer: Right. Did you work at Vogue or for Vogue magazine? Is that right?  

A. Kolaczkowska: Vogue. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Oh Vogue, yes, of course I did. Oh yes, I was one of their editors. 

Spicer: Can you tell us a bit about that?  

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Oh that was a lot of fun. That was by chance equally. I met a very nice woman 

at an art exhibition and we were talking and there were a group of people and they were saying what was 

wrong with one of the posters. And I said “It’s badly placed. The title should be something else.” I had a 

quite different vision of how they should have done the poster. So a man came up to me with a piece of 

chalk and he said “Here is a big board. You make the poster how you think you would like it.” So I can’t 

remember now what it was but anyway I had a heading and then a kind of-- there’s something that’s 

supposed to be a design if you were going to put something in it, this is where it would be and the 

explanation at the bottom; clear, everybody could see in a few words. And then this very nice woman, she 
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came to me and she said “Do you know I was very interested in watching what you were doing just now. 

Would you be interested in-- I represent Vogue magazine and we do a lot of advertising and we do a lot 

of sort of sort of poster work one way or another around the country. Would you be interested in working 

with us because I think I could find you a job?” And is said “Vogue magazine? Yes, I would very much 

like, very interested.” So she took my name and address and then about a month later I had a letter from 

Vogue offering me a job in their London office. So I was glad to accept. My father said “Go ahead, do it.” 

And it was fun. I really enjoyed that. They were very nice people to work with. 

Spicer: What kind of things? Were you an artist? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: I did do some drawings for them, one short one, but actually I wrote-- they 

wanted somebody who could write-- we had to write pieces for the magazine to attract people’s attention 

and I can’t remember now. I wrote a funny poem for them and I did a lot of drawings of one kind or 

another and you know, it’s a long time ago now and I really don’t remember very much about it. So I only 

know that just delightful and charming people to work with; they couldn’t have been nicer. I had a lot of 

fun. 

Spicer: OK. If you were to give a young person advice today, what would it be? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Oh look for an opportunity that suits you, first of all, and what is your main 

interest, if you have one, go for it. And don’t be put off by other people saying it’s too difficult or you’re too 

young or this won’t lead you anywhere. If you feel that you can do this and you would like to do it, go 

ahead and do it. Don’t be put off. My family tried to put me off many times, various things, but I was 

always glad that I didn’t; only my father was really behind me. My mother had a lot of other ideas, always.  

Spicer: Well, would you like to ask any other questions or make any other points? 

A. Kolaczkowska: In the 1950s, my parents moved to Portugal. My father was a journalist for Radio Free 

Europe and my mother, much later, worked for a few years editing their research and analysis programs. 

And in Portugal she actually became affiliated with the Portuguese National Radio and wrote English 

programs for them; that was in the 1950s and the Radio Free Europe was in Munich in the 1960s. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Oh Portugal is a lovely country. That’s the country I really could live the rest of 

my life in quite happily. We went there. My husband thought it would be fun to go. So it was really his 

doing. He was a journalist. 

Spicer: You wrote programs in English…? 
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Habdank-Kolaczkowska: That’s right, yes. We were writing programs together actually and he was 

broadcasting. 

Spicer: And were these current event programs? 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Current events, yes, mostly, yes, definitely. Yes, that was a lovely time. 

Portugal was a lovely country and the people are incredibly nice and kind. Really, I remember that 

particularly well; it was really beautiful. I could spend the rest of my life there quite happily any time. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: About Bletchley, I really can’t say very much more. I still feel very tied by this 

sort of- [Official Secrets Act] - I know that it’s open knowledge about a lot of things but I was quiet for so 

long I can’t sort of now give vent to what we did there really. 

Spicer: I respect that. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: And it was definitely making sense of a jumble of letters that we were 

presented with and trying to turn them into sentences that made sense but it was very, very difficult and 

very hard. And I’d never realized how hard on the brain it was having to think of things like that but it was. 

I used to be completely exhausted at the end of the day. I never slept so well anywhere as I did at 

Bletchley Park. I was like a dead duck every night; it was funny, out like a light. And it’s good for the brain, 

I think, to exercise it occasionally. 

Spicer: Yes. 

Habdank-Kolaczkowska: Anyway, it was fun. 

Spicer: Thank you very much, Diana, for joining us today. 

END OF INTERVIEW 


