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In continuing with its efforts to promote interest 
in Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) 
careers for middle school-level students, the 
Dahlgren Heritage Museum sponsored another free 
STEM activity in October at the University of Mary 
Washington, Dahlgren Campus. The students learned 
about Cyber encryption. They explored what QR 
codes were, why grocery store scanners work and 
how the password for your computer was first used. 
The six energetic students participated in 
cryptography demos using ciphers such as the Caesar 
cipher. The Caesar cipher is one of the simplest and 
most widely known encryption techniques. It is a 
type of substitution cipher in which each letter in the 
plaintext is replaced by a letter some fixed number of 
positions down the alphabet. The Caesar cipher is 
named after Julius Caesar who used it to protect 
messages of military significance. 

In addition, the students learned about the legend 
of Thomas J. Beale. According to the story, Thomas 
visited Lynchburg, VA twice, once in 1820 and again 
in 1822. Before he departed in 1822, he left a locked 
box with papers and a letter with Robert Morris. He 
told Robert the box had papers that were encrypted, 
and he would send the key to decrypt them in 10 
years at which time Robert could open the box. 
Robert was a very honest man and waited but ten 
years passed and no key. Robert waited 26 years 
before he figured the key wasn’t coming and he 
opened the box. In the box were three encrypted 
pages and a letter. The letter stated the three 
encrypted pages described the exact location of 
where he buried gold, he and some friends mined 
before each of his visits to Lynchburg. 

Alan Dean discusses the details of the Polybius 
Cipher which uses number pairs to represent letters.

Deen Murray works the challenge using the 
Ceasar Cipher Wheel
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• Join Our Crew! Click here.
• To make a tax deductible donation, click here.
• Visit us on the web: www.dahlgrenmuseum.org
• Visit us on Facebook

[STEM Continued]
Robert tried to break the code for 20 years but alas 
could not and passed it on to a friend. The friend 
made a breakthrough on page #2 using the 
Declaration of Independence. The friend had 
numbered every word in the Declaration and them 
using the numbers, located the word associated with 
it so if you looked at the 115th word it was instituted 
and the 73rd word was hold, and so on. While the 
words were gibberish, if you took the first letter of 
each word, it spelled out the message “I have 
deposited in the county of Bedford, about four miles 
from Buford …. “. Whether there is treasure or not is 
still a mystery since only 2 of the 3 sheets of paper 
have been decoded to date. Care to go on treasure 
hunt?

The STEM activity closed with a cipher challenge 
of decrypting facts about Dahlgren Base history for 
which the first three finishers received Baskin-
Robbins gift cards.

This event was hosted by Alan Dean. Alan is a 
STEM CHAMPION for our school systems and our 
young students and held Alan retired from NSWCDD 
after 42+ years of service, serves as an adjunct 
instructor at the University of Mary Washington, and 
is an active member of the Dahlgren Heritage 
Museum.

The next Dahlgren Museum hosted STEM event 
will be held on Wednesday November 17th from 4:30-

6:00 pm at the UMW Dahlgren Campus.  The 
instructor will be Ms. Erica Borgers Klonkowski who 
works at NSWCDD. She is a leader in her field and is 
a main stay in the Region teaching STEM with 
chemistry as an emphasis .Erica is pursuing her PHD 
in Biochemistry. The students will learn about the 
building blocks of life – DNA – which contain all of 
the information for the functions of the 
biochemistry of life. Discussion will include what 
DNA is, the purpose that it service, the many places 
where it is found, and even collect their own 
samples from regular strawberries using simple 
materials that can be found in the homes. The 
event is open to first 12 students in 4th - 6th grade, 
first come, first served. To register, email 
jon.dachos@gmail.com for your spot.

Caesar Cipher Wheel
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