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McVittie, George Cunliffe (1904–1988), astronomer and cryptanalyst, was born on 5 June 1904 in Smyrna, Turkey, the 
eldest of three children (two sons and a daughter) of Francis Skinner McVittie (1872–1950), businessman, and his wife, 
Emily Caroline (1877–1942), daughter of George Weber from Alsace. McVittie was educated privately by tutors, 
notably the Revd Lucius Fry, under whose gifted teaching he covered most of a normal secondary education in two 
years. The family were on holiday in England when the Turks sacked Smyrna in 1922. The McVitties lost everything 
and never returned to Turkey. Help from a group of largely anonymous businessmen enabled McVittie, after a year's 
delay, to read mathematics and natural philosophy (physics) at Edinburgh University, where he studied under Sir 
Edmund Whittaker and Sir Charles Galton Darwin. After obtaining an MA with first-class honours in 1927, he moved 
to Cambridge to research unified field theories of gravitation and electromagnetism under Sir Arthur Eddington, whose 
remoteness he found a sharp contrast to the warmth of Whittaker and Darwin. His PhD dissertation solved the 
Maxwell–Einstein equations of general relativity for a specific case, and found corresponding solutions for three 
unified field theories (one being Einstein's), but with unfavourable results for them. On 3 September 1934 he married 
Mildred Bond (b. 1906), daughter of John Strong, professor of education at Leeds University. They had no children. 
After spells as a lecturer at Leeds and Liverpool universities, McVittie was appointed reader in mathematics at King's 
College, London, in 1936. His first book, Cosmological Theory, appeared in 1937. 

In November 1939, following a short self-organized course in meteorology, McVittie joined the Government Code and 
Cypher School at Bletchley Park. After training briefly under Colonel J. H. Tiltman and J. E. S. Cooper he formed a 
meteorological subsection, as part of the air section in Hut 10, to attack the weather codes of Germany and her allies. 
The subsection also broke Soviet meteorological codes even after the Soviet Union entered the war in June 1941, so as 
to keep Winston Churchill informed about developments on the Eastern Front, and to help in solving German weather 
codes. 

Although initially understaffed, McVittie's group comprised sixty people at its height in November 1943. McVittie was 
an excellent organizer, who also solved countless ciphers himself. Under his inspired leadership the group produced 
invaluable results. Solved keys were sent to a Meteorological Office group, IDA, at Dunstable, to decipher messages 
intercepted there. By February 1944 about 15,000 enciphered weather reports were being intercepted daily. IDA 
transmitted the deciphered texts to various allied commands to provide weather forecasts for operations, especially 
against German-held territory, and for intelligence generally. 

The group's solution of a Kriegsmarine meteorological cipher, combined with a codebook captured from U 559 in late 
October 1942, enabled Hugh Alexander and his team in Hut 8 to end a ten-month blackout on Shark, the Atlantic U-
boats' four-rotor Enigma cipher, in mid-December 1942, despite only having three-rotor bombes (high-speed key 
finding aids). The blackout had almost blinded naval intelligence in the Atlantic; the solution helped to provide the 
indispensable cribs (probable plain text) required by the bombes. Bletchley's head, Edward Travis, later told Cooper 
that reading Shark had cut shipping losses in the Atlantic in December 1942 and January 1943 from an expected 1.2 
million tons to about 450,000 tons. 

McVittie returned to King's College in 1945, mentally and physically exhausted by the constant strain of codebreaking 
for almost five years: he did not recover until late in 1947. He was appointed professor of mathematics at Queen Mary 
College, London, in 1948, but the post did not offer him enough scope. He therefore accepted the chair of astronomy at 
the University of Illinois in 1952, although the department had no staff, students, or modern instruments. He 
transformed it into a major centre which, when he left, had world-class radio and optical telescopes, and a considerable 
research reputation. McVittie believed that an extensive catalogue of cosmic radio sources would help to distinguish 
between different cosmological theories. From 1958 to 1969 his department's new 400 foot radio telescope mapped 
major portions of the Milky Way, found many new sources and catalogued about a thousand sources. He retired to 
Canterbury in 1972, where, as honorary professor of theoretical astronomy in the University of Kent, he taught 
astronomy and mathematics. A gifted lecturer, he was still teaching in 1987. He also continued his research, publishing 
an impressive paper on perfect fluid configurations when he was eighty. 

McVittie's contributions to astronomy lie principally in theoretical astrophysics. Although his papers were 
mathematically based he described himself as an 'uncompromising empiricist'; they therefore also stressed the 
importance of observation. As a cosmologist he was celebrated for his penetrating comparisons of observational data 
with model universes. His General Relativity and Cosmology (1956, 1964) is a superb example of such an approach, 
while his Fact and Theory in Cosmology (1961) made cosmology understandable by a wider readership. 

A major part of his research concerned spherically symmetric solutions of the equations of general relativity 
(corresponding to spherical distributions of fluid). His wartime meteorological work led him to research hydrodynamics 
and gas dynamics in the light of relativity. He was elected a fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society in 1931, of the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1943, and was appointed OBE in 1946 for his outstanding wartime service. In 1984 the 
International Astronomical Union recognized his many achievements by naming minor planet 2417 ‘McVittie’. 
McVittie died in the Chaucer Hospital, Canterbury, on 8 March 1988. 
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