
Hugh Alexander 

Hugh Alexander, a brilliant mathematician with close connections to Carrigans, played a key role in 
helping Britain and the Allies win World War II. 

Hugh Alexander was the deputy to Alan Turing, the famous code breaker, at Bletchley Park during 
World War II. Germany's Army, Air Force and Navy transmitted many thousands of coded messages 
each day. These messages ranged from top-level signals, such as detailed situation reports prepared at 
the battle fronts, and orders signed by Hitler himself, down to the important minutiae of war like 
weather reports and inventories of the contents of supply ships. Thanks to Alan Turing, Hugh 
Alexander and their fellow code breakers at Bletchley Park, much of this information ended up in 
Allied hands - sometimes within an hour or two of it being transmitted.  

Hugh Alexander was the eldest son of Conel Alexander of Imlick, Carrigans. The Alexanders were 
substantial and progressive farmers at Imlick. However, Conel was an academic and rather than follow 
the family farming tradition he was appointed Professor of Engineering at University College Cork at 
the age of 27. Hugh was born in Cork in 1909. Conel Alexander died at the early age of 41 in 1920 and 
after his death the family stayed at Carrigans for a year or two before they moved to Birmingham.  

Hugh studied mathematics at Cambridge University and he graduated with a First Class Honours in 
1931. He was an exceptional chess player and in his first year at Cambridge he won the University 
Championship. After University Hugh taught mathematics at Winchester College and in 1938 he left 
teaching to become head of research at the John Lewis Partnership. .  

After the outbreak of war Hugh was recruited to Bletchley Park, the British code breaker centre, in 

February 1940. In 1941 he was appointed the deputy to Alan Turing and later he became head of 

Turing’s section because of his excellent organisational skills.  

Some historians estimate that the work of the code breakers at Bletchley Park shortened the war in 

Europe by as many as two to four years, so saving millions of lives. At the end of the war Winston 

Churchill gave special credit to four code breakers at Bletchley Park and Hugh Alexander was one of 

the four. Hugh featured in the 2014 film The Imitation Game which was based on the biography of Alan 

Turing. 
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After the war Hugh worked at the Government Communications Head Quarters (GCHQ) at 
Cheltenham where he was the head of the cryptanalysis division for over 20 years. He was twice British 
chess champion and he earned the title of International Master.  

Despite living most of his life in England, Hugh always considered himself to be an Irishman. His full 
name was Conel Hugh O'Donel Alexander where the O’Donel is because his paternal grandmother 
was reputed to be a descendant of the O’Donnell dynasty of Donegal. 

Hugh died at Cheltenham in 1974 at the age of 64. Shortly after his death his life-long friend and fellow 
Bletchley Park code breaker, Sir Stuart Milner-Barry, wrote these words of appreciation in The Times: 

‘One could have wished for nothing else but that vivid and vigorous presence, that quick, clear and energetic mind, the 

passion for intellectual argument, the practical kindness and spontaneous understanding with the young - all this will be 

sadly missed. To have been so close a friend for 50 years is indeed good fortune’. 

Hugh’s son, Sir Michael Alexander, who lived in awed admiration of his father, became the Diplomatic 
Private Secretary to Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and afterwards the UK ambassador to Austria 
and NATO. 
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