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About the Challenge

Welcome to the National Cipher Challenge, a nationwide, 

online codebreaking competition, which will run from 

October 5th 2017 to January 4th 2018. We will open for 

online registration on September 15th.

The competition is a great extension activity that can be 

tackled by students in teams or on their own. There is no 

charge to register or take part, and all you need to get 

involved is a reasonably modern web browser.

The competition is structured as a series of encrypted 

messages which tell a story. This year the competitors will be 

trying to unravel the mystery of Rome’s Lost Legion, which 

vanished in Northern Britain in 108 AD.

The reason for their disappearance and the nature of the 

treasure they guarded has been lost for centuries. Now it is 

their job, alongside Harry, Jodie and Maryam, to uncover 

the truth.



About the Challenge

Entrants can take part alone or in teams of any size. To take 

part you will need to register for an account the website, 

and we will ask you for a Nickname (which we will use to 

identify you on the forum, where you can discuss a whole 

range of things connected to the competition, and quite a 

few that are totally unrelated). You will then be asked to 

create or join a team which you will use to submit your 

entires. If you ask to join an existing team then we will email 

your request to the team captain and let you know the 

outcome. If your request is turned down, don’t worry, you 

can request to join another team, or set up your own.



About the Challenge

If you want others to join your team let them know and they 

can submit a request through their account page which is 

linked at the top right of the menu bar. The names of 

everyone on a team will be on the certificate and we will 

publish the team name on the leaderboards so you can 

see how everyone is getting on.

When setting up the team we ask you to say whether or not 

you are eligible for a prize. The rules are below. If you are 

eligible we will ask you for some information about your 

school, including the name and email address of a teacher 

contact. We need this in case you win a prize, but please 

do ask them first. If you are home schooled then state that 

in the School name box and give the name and email 

address of an adult we can contact if we need to. We will 

not publish your name or the contact information of your 

teacher without your (or their) permission, but of course if 

you win a prize we will want to tell the world about your 

success!



Competition schedule

Registration will open online on 15th September and the first 

challenge is published at 3pm on Thursday October 5th. 

Challenges will be set periodically on the web-site in the 

Challenges section, following this schedule:

Challenge
Publication date at 

15:00 on:

Solution date at 23:59 

on:

1 5th October 2017 11th October 2017

2 12th October 2017 18th October 2017

3 19th October 2017 1st November 2017

BREAK

4 2nd November 2017 8th November 2017

5 9th November 2017 15th November 2017

6 16th November 2017 29th November 2017

BREAK

7 30th November 2017 13th December 2017

8 14th December 2017 4th January 2018



About the Challenge

Points are awarded for speed and accuracy (with 

accuracy more important) but you do not have to rush to 

download the first challenges immediately as you have a 

day or two in which you can still get top marks. In later 

challenges speed will become important, and the full 

schedule of marks is published on the Challenge pages so 

you can see how quickly you will need to get started in 

each round.

The first two challenges should be thought of as a “warm-

up” exercise and will not count in the final leader board 

rankings or for the award of main prizes, however it is still 

worth tackling rounds one and two as they give excellent 

practice and they do develop the storyline.



To take part you will need to register for the 
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Nickname: This will be the name we use to identify 
you in public. Choose something memorable. It will 

appear whenever you post something in the forum so 

don’t include anything in your username that 

identifies you. You are, after all, working with an 

undercover organisation.

Name: We will keep this private, but need it for our 

records. We will only publish it if you win and accept 

a prize.

Password: This is for logging on. Choose it carefully, 

make it strong and keep it secret. The system will 

discourage you from using a password that is too 

easy to crack.

Email address: This will be used to confirm your 

registration so it must be an active account you can 
check to authorise the account. If we need to 

contact you this is how we will do it, so add the 

account cipher@soton.ac.uk to your email account 

address book to avoid sending our emails to your 

junk mail bin. Make sure the account is not too full, 
and check it regularly.

mailto:cipher@soton.ac.uk


Gender: You don’t have to tell us this (there are 

options for neither or prefer not to say) but we do 

have some gendered prizes this year so it will help 

us enormously if you do.

Teacher contact: Give the name and email address 

of a teacher (or Parent/Guardian) we can write to 

if we need to check anything. You should get their 

permission first! We don’t usually do this unless you 
win a prize. If you are home schooled give us a 

parent or carer’s name here and write home 

schooled in the school name field.

School: Tell us which school you are at so we can 

include that on your certificate and the 

leaderboard. We have tied this into a Google 

Search to simplify the data entry, so do try that by 

typing in your school name and selecting from the 

list. If you really can’t find your school there then 

enter the details of your city/town/village etc, as 

you would be surprised how many schools share a 

name across the UK.


