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Richard C. Proto ‘62 was one of the nation’s top
code breakers. Most of his work remains a mystery outside
the secret world of the National Security Agency.
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BEY LARRY REILLY

Within the United States security and intelligence agencies, thousands of employees
work in afmost complete anonymity on behalf of all US. ciizens. On rare occasions,
stores surface to reveal some astounding contributions by dedicated individuals.
Here is one such swory from the Fairfield University community.

n May 18, 2009, a ceremony was

held on the gleaming campus

of the Mational Security Agency
(MN5A) at Font George Meade, Md.

For one of Americas most secretive
agencies, it was a semi-public moment
— the dedication of its impressive
Symposium Center in memory of
Richard C. Proto 62, a past director of
MN5A Research, and a proud alumnus
of Fairfield University He received his
B.5. in mathematics from Fairfield in
1962, Proto died in July 2008.

Dr. James K. 5chatz, Protos succes-
sor as director of NSA Research,
olfered this tribute: “Richard Protos
life was a celebration of intelleciual
power dedicated to the service of his
counity. He was an exemplary
American, a wonderful friend and
mENIor o 4 generation of NSA
eraplovess. NSA and the nation owe
him a tremendous debn of gratinude.”

{_.hrnr:lii']iltg the LLL'{'I'FFHF'I-]'i'\-!LH!L'['II.‘:- of
such an American hero might appear
o be a straightforward exercise, bur
the highly classified namre of Protos
work makes it an uncertain endeavor,
Even alter a 353-year career followed by
a lomg sunt as a distinguished advisory
consultant, many of Richard Protok
r|:1;-1_i|1.1' contributions Lo |r1|_|:'|||:g§*11|;¢
technology and the agency he loved

simply cannot be discussed in detail. Yet.

Protos brother Neil recalls a tour of
the Mational Cryptologic Museum
some years ago, when Dr. Schatz
acknowledged, with a chuckle. the
absence of Proto inventions noted or
on display.

“We haven't been able to declassify
anything ol Richard’s vet; most of them
are still in use.” Dr. 5chatz told Protos
brother.

It may be several decades before we
learmn how profoundly Richard Proto
shaped cryprology — the development
and deciphering of coded messages.
Mor will we know how his work may
have shaped the course of American
history during his watch. The full
story may never he told.

This article is pieced together from
a range of interviews with family and
[riends who knew Richard Proto well
and are thrilled he is huint_j TG
hered in his alumni mEgAzine 45 1
giant of the NSA, despite the fact thar
the scale and nature of his work
fl:l.'!'l.'l'il'l‘_-r llll'ﬁl.f,‘]:_-" a m':.'ﬁll.f_'r'}'.

His daughter, Elissa, now a division
chief at N5A hersell who knows some-
thing of the ageney’s understaed ways,
saidd, “Hey, they actually named a
building afier him. Thats amazing.”
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ficharg Froto’s official N34 photograph,
On the cover of the magazine is Proto’s
1962 Fairfield University Yearbook photo-
graph, and a Cray computer used for code
Greaking during Proto’s fime &t the NSA.

Daughter Elissa notes that
the influence of Fairfield on
her father was profound.
“Dad felt the education he
received from the Jesuits at
Fairfield prepared him for
everything he faced in life.
The philosophical approach
remained with Dad and was
reinfarced in the way he
worked.”
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MATH, LOGIC, AND HISTORY

ichard Proto was raised in a

working-class neighborhood in

New Haven, Conn., one of three
children, and one of literally dozens ol
COESINS I AN 1'\[1.']||.JI.'L| ]:‘“'- L I-I-’“ﬂ-"l\-“'-:
Nalian family

He was hart ofa generaton lill."‘\ I.'rr‘.il'l.l
from European immigrants who faced
the social challenges of minonties in
their day, and who, ac cn:dlu;: o
Richard’s brother Neil, “worked hard
1o establish themselves as Americans
on their own terms.”

A member ol the Wilbur Cross
High School basketball team that won
the Mew England championship, Proto
was among, the lirst in his Tamily 10 go
o college. He antended Fairfield s a
“day-hop" [rom 1958 1o 1962, when
commuting to campus and back home

NSA- An aerial view of the NSA
hesdquartars ﬂ&lmm i

cach r'.:l:;hl was nol UNcCommon.

“Richard was really something of a
loner in school. Quiet. Very reserved,”
said Stephen Csontos 62, a Fairfield
clhssmate, friend. and basketball buddy.
“Those ol v= who knew him then knew
he was 2 bright and 1alenred individual.
but could not have imagined his impact
on the NSA and the nadon.”

Neil Proto distinctly remembers
Richard’s Fairfield experience: “The
Jesuits. . .insist on an intellectual disci-
pline and inquisitiveness — an ability
1o probe deeply and with a powerful
logic — without {ear of where it might
lead. Whar emerged for him was a
conflidence in his insightfulness into
pecple, an ability 1o reason.”

Daughter Elissa noted that the
influence of Fairfield on her father was
profound. “Dad felt the education he
received [rom the Jesuits

i

Pl

prepared him for everything he faced
in life. The philosophical approach
remained with him and was reinforced
in the way he worked and ratsed his
three children

Ellen Rabe, Richards panner lor
many vicars and colleague at the NSA
for even more, described him this way
“He had a natural interest in many
aspects of life and learning, The inter-
ests he passionately pursucd in his
rescarch-focused carcer were natural
extensions to his carly interests and
were alwavs from the hean

Those interests included his love of
history; he read about the Grecks, the
Romans, and the Bible many times
over, He also pursued music, from
opera librettos in several languages o
a long list of lolk songs, which he
taught himsell to play on the guitar,




INSPIRED BY SPUTNIK

n October 4, 1937, the Soviet

Union launched the worlds

firat artificial satellite, Sputnik 1.
The size of a beach hall and weighing
just over 180 pounds, Sputnik wok

aboul 98 minuies to orbit the Earth

T'he launch manifested a frightening

new Soviet threat. A moderately chilly
Cold War between the Soviet Union

and the United States suddenly cha

Omne thing was cenain: the US55 R

SPace Tace was on.
Proto recalled later that Spurnik was
a carcer-inspiring event for him. An
amateur aslronomer since E}L'J}':'ll:I.."'-_'-.. he
knew that America would need superior
scientists 1o stake our a safe fuire in
the new space age. With a deep sense
of civic dury instilled by his parents,

who, acconding 10 Neil Proto, “believed

Proto playing basketbal for Wilkur Cross
High School

public service to be the highest calling
— a dury,” complemented by the
Jesuit tradition of service 1o others,
Richard Proto evidently saw his path.
When an American U-2 reconnais-
sance plane piloted by Francis Gary
Powers was shot down over the Soviet
Union in May of 1960, international
tensions heated up, followed by the
Cuhan Missile Crisis in the fall of 1962
Again America showed s 'L'L'I.l.’.'El_"l'i'L]."i.l.i.E‘__t'
Signal Intelligence (SIGINT) provided
no waming of nuclear-armed Soviet
ballistic missiles in Cuba hefore their
discovery by another U-2 aircrall.
Clearly; in the field of narional security
there was a need for TL'I|':I-L‘L"]'.E‘1!.'I'I‘.I
mathemarics talent like Richard Proto.

And he answered the call.

A LEADER OF AMERICA'S TOP
STRATEGIC THINKERS

roto continued his education

with a masters degree from

Boston College, and then
joined the elite cryprologisis of the
MNSA in the fall of 1964

are leams of mathematicians, compuler

Crvptologisis

scientists, and engineers who study
methoeds 1o decipher encrypied infor-
mation by discovering the required
secrel key, and thus “crack the code.”

Years later, Proto recalled how an
early supervisor set him straight about
his career potential at the agency.
Though he would never be permitted
to publish his work, the N5A would
give him full opportunity 1o become
“top-secret famous " Proto did just
that, flourishing among the nation’s
most gifted creative thinkers and
problem solvers.

We know that some of his marthe-
matical contributions built on his study
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of abstract algebra, number theory, and
computational analysis and include
“Proto’s Algorithm,” still a siate-of-the-
art ool for analyzing and developing
code. Proto was responsible for several
other patented inventions as well

He rose quickly to become chiel of
the Office of Crypromathematics. and
eventually became the director of N5A
Research. With Frow leading, NS4
Research earned recognition as the
premier organization of its kind within
the T}L'|1:|:::|u':!| ol Delense.

Proto was an original thinker and
an instigator. His efforts to facilitate
information-sharing across the military
intelligence community evolved into
TARPA, the Intelligence Advanced
Research Projects Activity, recently

elevated in status by Congress as a key

WHAT IS THE NSA?

The missions of the National Security
Agency (NSA) and its sister agency,
Central Security Service (CSS), are “to
protect LS. national security systems
and to produce foreign signals intelh-
gence information.”

The Information Assurance mission
confronts the formidable challenge of
preventing foreign adversarias from
gaining access to sensiive or classified
national security information. The Signals
Intelligence mission collects, processes,
and disseminates intelligence informa-
tion from foreign signals for inteligence
and countenintelligence purposes and
to support military operations. This
Agency also enables Network Warfare
operations to defeat terrorists and their
oroanizations at home and abroad,
consistent with U.S, laws and the pro-
tection of privacy and civil liberties.”

— From the NSA/CSS Web site
wwwLnsa.gov/sbout/imission
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