


Continental Book Cipher
The materials included in this activity will 
supplement content for the NMMC at Home: 
Marines in the American Revolution program. 
Additional information is available on the 
NMMC website.
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Objective and Instructions
Age Range:  
Our Continental Book Cipher activity is ideally suited for 
grades 6-8. 

Objective:
During the American Revolution, spies for both the 

Continental and British forces used methods to protect 
messages in case they were intercepted by the enemy. 
Some methods, like a book cipher,  used a numerical code 
from a written source, like a book, to pinpoint a specif-
ic word. These numbers represented page numbers, line 
numbers, and word numbers on a specific line. Once the 
“code” was deciphered, a set of words pulled from the text 
would reveal the true message. 

Your objective is twofold. You will first answer the 
questions about the American Revolution era to come 
up with the numerical code to plug into the cipher in the 
Marines in the American Revolution text. 

Materials:
• Continental Book Cipher Packet
• Pen or Pencil
• Marines in the Revolution 
 chapter (with markings)

Instructions:
1. Answer the questions about the Continental Marines and the American Revolution era. Each 

answer will have a numerical value. 

2. There are letters under some of the numerical answers. These form the “key” you will need in order 
to solve the cipher. Write them down in the answer space provided. You should have a series of 
four numbers, all separated by a decimal. These numbers, in order, correspond to the designat-
ed page, paragraph, line, and word. For example, using Marines in the Revolution as the source, 
8.1.1.7 translates to the eighth page, first paragraph, first line, and seventh word, which is 

 “Marines.” 

3. Use the pages from the first chapter of Marines in the Revolution to translate the code you found 
into the deciphered phrase. To help, we have already marked the paragraph numbers (¶) of each 
page for you. Write the final cipher in the space provided. 

CONTINENTAL BOOK CIPHER | NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE MARINE CORPS | USMCMUSEUM.COM 3



Cipher Questions and Answer Sheet

CONTINENTAL BOOK CIPHER | NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE MARINE CORPS | USMCMUSEUM.COM 4

Questions: 
What year was the Marine Corps founded?

  
What day in November is credited as the Marine 
Corps birthday?

What day was the Declaration of Independence 
ratified?

What year was the Declaration of Independence 
signed?

What year was the Boston Tea Party?

What year did the French and Indian War end?

How many original colonies were there?

When will the 250th anniversary (sestercentennial, or 250 
years after 1776) of the start of the American Revolu-
tion be?

Answers: 
____ ____ ____ ____ (4 numbers)
       B

____ November  (1 number)
  A

____ July (1 number)
  K

  
____ ____ ____ ____ (4 numbers)
     F    G

  
____ ____ ____ ____ (4 numbers)
       I

____ ____ ____ ____ (4 numbers)
     D    

____ (1 number)
   C

____ ____ ____ ____ (4 numbers)
   E    H     J

ANSWER KEY: 

Word #1:  ____ . ____ . ____ . ____ 
      A    B    C    D

Word #2: 17 . ____ . ____ .  8 
       E E

Word #3: ____ . ____ . ____ . ____ 
      F    G    H     E 

Word #4 ____ . ____ . ____ . ____ 
      A   B    A     J

Word #5: 8 . 2 . ____ . ____
       I       K

CIPHER: 

Word #1: ____________________ 

Word #2: ____________________

Word #3: ____________________ 

Word #4: ____________________

Word #5: ____________________

Where did Continental Marines Fight in the American Revolution: ______________________________________ 
           CIPHER ANSWER
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