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FOREWORD
BY KAYISHA PAYNE


As a young Black woman studying for a master’s degree in Chemical Engineering at university, I knew what it was to feel different. I was amongst a minority of woman on the course and an even smaller minority being Black. This was the year 2017 – around sixty-three years after Alan Turing lived and worked – yet many aspects of his story resonate with my experience.


Alan was most famously known for his intellect but, as with every person, there is so much more beneath the surface. The complexities of our lives are often hidden behind our achievements and successes but are equally as important; they are the context of our story. This book unearths many aspects and influences in Alan’s life; the one which resonates most with me is his experience of race, which is the basis of my non-profit-organisation, BBSTEM – Black British Professionals in STEM.


The idea for BBSTEM came about whilst I was still studying. By chance I was introduced to a Black British chemical engineer and, as we spoke, I was inspired by him and the story of his career journey. I had never met another Black person in the same field as me. Afterwards I reflected on this meeting and how much value could be gleaned from a meeting that happened accidentally; imagine what could be achieved if a specific community was created with a purpose to help Black people see themselves in scientific and engineering roles as a career, and have a forum where they could ask questions without any judgement? I founded BBSTEM with the aim to encourage, enable and energise individuals in business, industry and education to widen participation and contribution of Black individuals in the field of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM). A big part of our work is to inspire young Black people to get involved in these subjects at school and beyond, and to show the younger generation that a successful and exciting career in STEM is achievable.


Though Alan Turing may not have faced the same obstacles as the young people we work with at BBSTEM, the message still resonates: we can overcome life’s challenges and reach our goals through hard work and resolve. Our life circumstances do not have to limit us. There are also lessons we can learn from his legacy about persistence, determination and being true to yourself. Just because someone says you’re wrong or you can’t do it doesn’t make it so; indeed, like him, you could prove people wrong and go on to become a British icon!


Unlike when Alan was alive, STEM subjects are no longer mainly theory or science fiction. The possibilities to discover and create are infinite. It’s an exciting time to get involved in STEM, for old and young people alike. ‘Geeky’ is no longer a negative. In an age of portable and wearable technology, the people who know how it works and how to create it are the new heroes. And the opportunities to rise to the top, if that’s where you want to go, are becoming more open to everyone, regardless of background, gender, sexuality, ethnicity or anything else.


This book needed to be written. It is a story of inspiration; of the struggles of life; of resilience; of achievement; and, perhaps most importantly, of legacy. We all deserve to leave a legacy which is fair and true. Dermot, Alan’s nephew, eloquently reveals the puzzle pieces of Alan Turing that the world has never been privy to and allows readers to see the full picture of this man’s extraordinary life. All of us have something to learn from him.


As we enter a year in which the United Kingdom is celebrating Alan Turing’s contribution by making him the face of the new £50 note, let’s reflect on the building blocks that make up the story of our own lives and how they make us who we are. Let’s celebrate ourselves, our community and our diversity. Let’s focus on the future.


Kayisha Catherine Ibijoki Payne


December 2020




REFLECTIONS


We all own a bit of Alan Turing now. He has become an icon, a symbol, a personification of ideals which he never was in his lifetime, a public screen onto which we can project our own image of what we would like him to stand for, something of which to be proud. His work and life story have inspired the creation of plays, statues, songs, feature films, poems, sound-and-light displays, and even scientific conferences. Many of these are the offspring of a standard narrative of Alan Turing’s career, which can be simplistically summed up as ‘the heroic codebreaker who was persecuted for being homosexual and killed himself as a result’.


In this book, I will show that the standard narrative is largely wrong. Alan Turing was not really a codebreaker – he spent little time on it, and few of the many achievements of Bletchley Park can be ascribed to Alan. He was no war ‘hero’ even if his crucial part in the design for the Bombe machine (a success story resulting from teamwork, not Marvel Comics superhero magic) enabled vital intelligence to be generated in volumes unimagined before World War Two. In fact, Alan Turing was far more than a codebreaker, and it is almost disgraceful that we allow his achievements in other fields to be overshadowed by this, and by the mis-step by which he brought down upon himself the attentions of a hostile police force, leading to his conviction for ‘gross indecency’. The excessive, almost prurient attention given to Alan’s trial and subsequent treatment has allowed us to define him by his sexuality; worse, we have woven a morality myth, in which Evil Forces drive an Innocent Victim into an Abyss of Despair. Alan Turing was no victim and his death was unrelated to the hormone treatment imposed upon him following his trial. We should reappraise the standard narrative and rediscover in Alan Turing the things which he himself could be proud of.


The process of rediscovery begins with Alan Turing’s origins and family background. He was a child of the Empire – an Empire which was becoming technocratic and scientific while clinging to a racist, gender-biased view of different people’s rightful roles in society. These things were in the background for the developmental period of his life, and it is perhaps remarkable that Alan Turing did not turn out to be racist or misogynist. Instead, he quietly supported a Jewish refugee boy from Austria and his (much older) friend from childhood, Hazel Ward, in her missionary work in Africa, as well as his frustrated scientist-manquée mother, with whom relations were rarely good. Unashamedly, I want to look at Alan Turing within the context of his family – my family; not, therefore, as the isolated Victim of the standard narrative, but as someone doing extraordinary things in a rather ordinary context. And in doing so, we can rediscover an Alan Turing who had many friends, an acid sense of humour, an irritating stammer, and an intolerance of what my grandfather called ‘humbug’ and these days we would call bullshit.


I am often asked what ‘stories’ about Alan were told at home during my childhood. The subtext of the question is an imagined family scene with crumpets toasting round the winter fire and the excuse for rose-tinted reminiscence. I am afraid my answer is a disappointment. There was no fire, and Alan Turing was not a subject for discussion. He died in 1954, and during my childhood in the following decade the circumstances of his death were still raw and not for exposure. Only when my grandmother – the author of the first, and until 1984, only, biography of Alan Turing – died in the mid 1970s did things begin to change. At the same time, the astonishing fact of Bletchley Park’s successes broke news, and the possibility that Alan Turing had been involved in some way became known. My father rediscovered pride in his younger brother and, in a short chapter in one of his many unpublished books, felt able to write a counterblast to his own mother’s 1959 hagiography of Alan. Alan Turing had, in a sense, been the inventor of the computer, which had earned him a Fellowship of the Royal Society – which was pretty amazing in itself – and now there was the added thrill of a key role in breaking Enigma at Bletchley Park.


That meant that Alan Turing’s influence on my own life was subtle. In the early 1970s, Bletchley was still a tightly kept secret. Few people had any experience of a computer, and the knowledge of Alan Turing’s contribution to computer science was limited to exactly that small group of specialists who had studied this rarefied field. But it certainly motivated me. I followed in his footsteps to Sherborne School, where it seemed strange that it was the biology building, not the computer room, that had been named after him. At least the school had a computer, which was unusual for the time.


After school, I followed Alan to King’s College, Cambridge. This again was a deliberate choice: if he had gone there, that was the road to follow. And I suppose it was, partly, because of Alan’s legacy that I chose to study science subjects there, though subsequently I realised that my skills probably lie elsewhere and I did not, in the end, make science my career.


In the thirty-five or so years since I left university, all that has changed. The Bletchley story, coupled with the standard narrative of Alan Turing’s life story, has resonated strongly with the public. It is right, and humbling, for people to want to know more. But this is not a biography. Rather, this is about how events in Alan’s background – his family, his life, and his achievements – could stimulate us to think about ourselves and our own society. Although it is Alan Turing that brings us to this reckoning, it is for us to grow his legacy.


The legacy of Alan Turing is not just about codebreaking and information security, or even his ground-laying work in computer science or biology or mathematics, though I believe he would much rather have been remembered for these things than his personal story. His story is certainly not a licence to indulge in the false nostalgia of a war won by force of intellect rather than the foul business of killing, nor even to congratulate ourselves for our modern liberalism towards homosexuality. Instead, I suggest that Alan Turing’s legacy, seen in the context of his origins and achievements, is an agenda. To use his own words, ‘We can only see a short distance ahead, but we can see plenty there that needs to be done.’ I hope you agree, and that you will find inspiration in this mirror on the life of someone truly remarkable.




RAJ


It was daunting enough for any young man of 16 to be summoned to the Company’s offices in Leadenhall Street, even if only to appear before the Committee of Shipping. The streets of London were filthy and dangerous and quite alien to someone born on a different continent. The business of the Committee was somewhat alien too, reflecting the changing nature of the Company. For it was 1791, and the office had become something more than an administrative base for a trading operation: it was turning itself into a House of Government, and within five years the classical but modest frontage would be deemed inadequately grandiose, the buildings on either side acquired, and the whole lot knocked down to be replaced by a neo-Roman temple: because that’s what you need if you aspire to Empire. The young man in question was John William Turing, a junior officer in the service of the Honourable East India Company, and he was in London to hear his fate.


It’s difficult to pinpoint exactly when the Turings arrived in India, but it was certainly no later than 1729, when Dr Robert Turing was appointed surgeon’s mate at Fort St David, about 100 miles south of Madras. Robert and his elder brother John, sons of a minister of the Kirk, left Scotland, joining the trade boom to India. One way or another, Turings would be in India almost continuously for over 200 years, from before the birth of the Raj until the moment of its demise.1 To my mind, Alan Turing ought to have been born in India.


Dr Robert Turing seems to have managed all right: he settled in Madras in 1753, and married the widow Mary Taylor in 1755. He had a nice if ‘remote’ house just to the south of the Government Garden. Its situation was not altogether convenient, since the French siege of Madras began in December 1758 with first the British, and then the French, army deciding that Dr Turing’s garden was a good place to begin operations. Robert’s three children survived the excitement of two armies in their yard, and then began establishing their own army of interbreeding Turings to populate Madras. To achieve that, it was necessary to import some more Turings from Scotland. A couple of cousins, active in trade, came over in the 1760s: John and William.


John Turing married one of Robert’s girls, Mary, in 1773, despite being related to her at least twice over. This didn’t stop them having nine more Turing children, including some called John, Robert, William and Mary, all the better to confuse the genealogists. John’s brother William Turing was, as well as being a trader, employed by the East India Company. He too had a family: a wife, Nancy, and children, John (born 1774) and Margaretha (born 1783, who died while a baby). Curiously, a family history prepared in 1880 states, ‘he died unmarried and without lawful issue’ in 1782; and William himself is omitted from a family tree prepared in 1849. A marginal note elsewhere in the history gives a clue to these oddities, saying that John ‘had a brother William … whose social relations as revealed by his will would account for [another family member] not having heard of him’. What appalling revelations could the will contain? ‘Having so many Bad debts its impossible to Say how my Estate may turn out,’ it says, ‘therefore I leave my natural Son John William 2000 Pags my Girl Nancy 2000 Pags and Child She is big with 2000. W Turing.’ William, who wrote his will on 15 November 1782, was dead by mid-January 1783, and it fell to his brother John to sort out the bequests. The estate accounts explain that cash was paid to ‘the Girl Nancey or Roja Horstain in full of her Legacy left to her by the Deceased’.2


So that’s it. William’s Girl Nancy was Indian. It was an old-style partnership, one which was common enough in the early days of British presence in India, and which horrified the Victorian descendants far more than serial intermarriages with cousins. It was that same John William Turing (whose own legacy was still owed to him in December 1783, awaiting the calling-in of a number of debts, some owed by other members of the Turing family) who was in London, in 1791, appearing before the Committee of Shipping of the Honourable East India Company:




The Chairman of the Committee acquainting the Court that John Turing who is nominated as a Cadet for Madras appears to be a Native of India; Mr Turing was called into Court, And having withdrawn; It was moved, and on the question, Resolved Unanimously, That no Person the Son of a Native Indian, shall henceforward be appointed by the Court to employment in the Civil Military or Marine Service of the Company.





The ‘Honourable’ Company condemned him, without the need even for a hearing, because of the colour of his skin. No more is known about my mixed-race ancestor John William Turing.


Dr Richard Wilson, a surgeon at Trichinopoly, recognised that grown-up unadopted Anglo-Indian children should not be ignored. In 1778, he wrote to the Governor and Council of the Company:




This Class of People is sufficiently numerous to merit the Attention of Government, than which no better Arguments, I think, can be advanced to evince the Necessity of converting them into Servants of the Publick. I shall then attempt … to proceed to point in general the Methods by which this vagrant Race may be formed into an active, bold and usefull Body of People, strengthening the Hands of Dominion with a Colony of Subjects attached to the British Nation by Consanguinity, Religion, Gratitude, Language and Manners.3





It was for the Company to address the problem of people marooned halfway between cultures. And the Company did, although it wasn’t until 1793 that the ‘Cornwallis Reforms’ took hold in India. This Cornwallis was the general who had surrendered at Yorktown a decade before, and when he became the first Governor-General of India, his mission was to reform the Company into a more professional civil service. To Cornwallis, this meant Europeanisation: all Indian and Anglo-Indian officials in posts worth more than £500 a year were sacked. John William Turing’s treatment had been simply a foretaste of the way Empire was going to look from now on. The celebrated historian William Dalrymple has described how mixed-race children disappear gradually from wills made by the British in India in the early years of the nineteenth century. He reckons that the biggest surprise is that the existence of people like John Turing surprises us: ‘It is as if the Victorians succeeded in colonizing not only India but also, more permanently, our imaginations.’4


So what has this gothic ramble through the cobwebs of history got to do with Alan Turing? While a recurrent theme in this book is prejudice and discrimination, it would be a little absurd to suggest that Alan Turing’s life was in any way shaped by the events of 1791. But a genuine question for me is how much Alan Turing’s own mindset was influenced by his Indian, or more specifically Empire, heritage. To solve this equation, we have to go forward a few decades.


The Turings seem to have been mercifully absent from India when the upheaval took place which, when I was at school, was still called ‘the Indian Mutiny’ (more of that Victorian brainwashing, when nowadays we recognise it to have been an uprising for independence). By the time the Turings were back on stage, the transformation of India from a trading partner to an imperial client had been completed, and the roles for them were as civil administrators of the Empire. My grandfather Julius Mathison Turing arrived in 1897 in (where else?) the Madras Province with all the requirements of a young member of the Indian Civil Service (ICS): impeccable marks in the exam, a crash-course in Tamil, and an expectation that a 20-something-year-old history student from Oxford could become the embodiment of law courts, town planning department, education ministry, water board, inland revenue and you-name-it. In this late Victorian world of spice, tweed and sweat there was no trade in sight, and certainly no mixed-race people in any position to confuse the distinction between the governors and the governed.


Julius put more than Turing genes into his sons – if my father was anything to go by, India was in the emotional DNA. John, born in India in 1908, was vocal about the civilising role of the British Empire, and when, in 1944, he had the opportunity of a war posting in Delhi, he took it without hesitation. It was the place where, far more than Britain, his heart really belonged. Still, John couldn’t see the wood for the trees, on occasion. In the heyday of Empire, in 1904, the travel writer Walter Del Mar wrote, ‘One of the most depressing things about India is the hopeless sadness of the people.’5 In one sentence, he explodes the late Victorian myth of a British Empire which brings education, wealth and light to a beleaguered people. It may not have been oppression for its own sake – surely it was far more muddled than that – but it is hard, at this distance, to understand what the British in India got out of it. Today, the legacy is still mixed: without the Raj, we wouldn’t have the variety of cultural influences that makes Britain an exciting place to live; without the Raj, the subcontinent wouldn’t have had to endure the aftershocks of Partition which continue to reverberate even after seventy years.


Yet Alan was not part of this cultural tradition. Unlike his older brother, he had not been torn away from his native soil and sent off to wet and foggy Britain at the age of 4. Indeed, it was John Turing’s fault that Alan was born in Britain and never went to India (I’m talking about my father here, not any of the other score of John Turings in the family tree). For the Turing parents decided, as many Raj families did, that the wet and fog of Britain was a healthier climate for their white children than India, and by 1912 John was getting too old to stay in India much longer.


So Alan was born in London, and for the whole of his childhood he lived with a British foster family when not at boarding school. So we may legitimately ask what relevance the Raj has to his life story. Perhaps not much, but it is constantly there in the background, and our (mis)perceptions of Alan Turing can go further astray if we do not recognise its influence. For children of the Raj like Alan, the Empire was always there: it did not need to be commented on, explained away or analysed, or even thought about. It was just there, as the corpuscles that colour your blue British blood red. In practical terms, this showed itself in small ways, in the natural order of things for those surrounded by servants and deference, where the deference was not so much expected as an inherited characteristic. Abrupt dealings with waiters and ticket-office staff; impatience expressed in an upper-class accent; an amateurish cluelessness when it came to ordinary things like making a pot of tea. Sometimes, when we hear of Alan Turing’s dealings with other people, we treat them as idiosyncrasies rather than hangovers from the old Empire. He may have been less Indianised than his brother, but his style may have been more normal than we like to admit.


The Raj was an unlikely seedbed for Alan Turing’s interest in science and mathematics. Indeed, Julius Turing’s passions for history and literature were a world away from all that, though happily adopted by his older son John. Nor can we expect to find the germination of Alan’s interests in his foster home: Colonel Ward and his extended army family, who were broadminded enough to tolerate and indulge – but not to plan – the boy’s slightly un-Empire, boundary-breaking counter-current of experiment and enquiry. So we must turn elsewhere for the source of all that.


A clue may be found back in India. Julius Turing arrived in Madras too late to be married off to one of the multiple Turing cousins of the 1760s, and an association like that of William Turing’s, with a local girl, was out of the question in the 1890s. Eligible girls had to be found among the white Raj, and they were rare commodities. According to Jane Austen, you would need both luck and a fortune of £7,000 to captivate a baronet; Julius Turing was not a baronet (though his cousin Sir Robert was), so maybe the price was lower. And luck played its part, in the form of the failure of the Fishing Fleet.


The Fishing Fleet was made up of girls who could not find a husband at home and so were packed off to hook someone desperate in the torrid climes of the subcontinent. The picture is a cake mix of glamour, fortune-hunting, survival and snobbery, and as with many stories encapsulated in an acid phrase there is a bit – a tiny bit – of truth in it. Girls like Ethel Stoney, who had been born in India and educated back home, might have had better prospects in the social circles of the Raj. So she was shipped back to her father’s house, to leave visiting cards and attend late Victorian balls, stay out of the midday sun, and eat British food, all in an atmosphere of polite vapidity, since this was how fishing should be done. But the baronet’s cousin was always on tour, as my father recorded:




It was a royal progress. He dwelt in a vast marquee divided into three sections – office, living quarters and bedroom. The advance party went ahead with tents, cooks and condiments; the syce was at hand to hold the pony’s head, the bearer stood by with a clean shirt and a sundowner. When he returned from the early morning ride breakfast was ready; the punkah wallah was there to keep him as cool as might be and the peon was squatting nearby to take any message at his bidding. But let those who have never felt the baking heat of India on their backs, nor had to write with a blotter under the wrist to soak up the perspiration, mock such elementary aids to survival.6





Alan Turing’s mother had come to India on the Fishing Fleet, but the balls and visiting cards were no way to meet Alan Turing’s father. It wasn’t going to be, because the social strata, even in the tiny community of the white Raj in the Madras Province, would conspire against it even if the endless tours did not. The story involves Irishness and science; to unravel this mystery, we need to travel up into the hills, and because we are in India, it is fitting that we should do so by train.


The journey from Madras up to Coonoor, situated up in the Nilgiri Hills, is one of 500km as the crow flies, and a lot further by train. According to the timetable, it takes seven hours to get to Coimbatore, but for the final leg you have to switch to the scenic, UNESCO-listed Nilgiri Mountain Railway, featured in movies such as A Passage to India. The railway is the only rack railway in India, and it was not a straightforward operation when the line opened in 1899: rockfalls almost filling the cuttings, destruction of bridges, corners too tight for the flanges on the wheels.7 The difficulties had to be surmounted, as it was important to the British to have this line: the hill station at Ootacamund was the hot-season seat of government of the Province, where it was possible to wear tweed in relative comfort; and on the way to Ooty, in Coonoor, the residence of the Chief Engineer of the Madras Railways was situated.


[image: Illustration]


The Gardens of the Chief Engineer’s residence, in about 1909 – the small figure in white is Alan’s brother John, with his ayah. (Author’s collection)


The British introduced the railways into India, maybe to foster trade, maybe to assert control; Indian railways, often seen as the positive legacy of Empire, were inseparable from the idea of Empire. More than anything, railways defined not just India, but the British Empire. Railway-building extended far beyond the parts of the map that were coloured pink. But young British public-school men, like Julius Turing, who were now ruling India, were not involved with the dirty business of railways. The railways were the province of the Anglo-Indians. A hundred years after the civil service door had slammed shut on John William Turing in 1791, Anglo-Indians had found in the Indian railway system a semi-detached world which they could make their own, at last becoming Dr Wilson’s ‘usefull body of People, strengthening the Hands of Dominion’ in the different occupations of driving trains, signalling, engineering and administration.


The position of the professionals in charge was, similarly, an invisible notch below that of the ‘heaven-born’ ICS on their semi-royal progresses. The upper echelons of the engineers may have been white, but it was clear that the demi-monde of the Anglo-Indian railways were not quite like us. Thus, while the summer government of the ICS was in Ooty, the Chief Engineer was in Coonoor. No chance, then, for the daughter of E.W. Stoney – who by 1899 had become the Chief Engineer of the Madras Railway (including its troublesome branch to Coonoor and Ootacamund) – to mix in circles where she could meet an eligible non-baronet of the ICS class. But a damned good catch, from Stoney’s perspective, if something like that were possible. Climbing up to the position of Chief Engineer was, for a home-educated boy from County Tipperary, something of an achievement. To quote his grandson John again:
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