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Archive Report 

 
 
“Postwar Germany and American Foreign Policy: 
The Foreign Affairs Cluster at the National Archives and Records Administration.” 
 
The National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) has custody of the 

permanently valuable, noncurrent records of the United States federal government, 

records that document the activities of the United States abroad as well as at home. 

Among NARA‘s holdings are a great number of files pertaining to Germany after World 

War II. Because it is impossible to mention here all potential sources of information 

concerning Germany at the National Archives here, I shall concentrate on the records that 

comprise the Foreign Affairs Cluster. The Foreign Affairs Cluster consists of the records 

of twenty-four civilian agencies of the U.S. federal government that formulated and 

implemented American foreign policy. Of these agencies, the following record groups are 

the most crucial to understanding American relations with postwar Germany and are the 

best starting point when using NARA. Moreover, they contain a significant amount of 

newly released material available to researchers only over the course of the last three 

years. 

 

General Records of the Department of State (RG 59) 
 
This record group is perhaps the most important body of material for scholars of German 

history. Consisting of a central file and the files maintained by the Department of State‘s 

various bureaus and offices, it includes dispatches, memoranda, letters, telegrams, 

newspaper clippings, policy statements, working papers, and other documents. 

Researchers should begin with the Department‘s central file. 
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For the years after World War II the central file is divided into three filing schemes: 

The first filing scheme covers the years 1945–9 and is organized into eight major classes, 

for example Class 7, Political Relations Between States, and Class 8, Internal Affairs of 

States. Within each class, records are arranged by country and thereunder according to a 

decimal scheme of subject classification. There is a single file category for Germany. 

In 1950 the Department implemented a new classification scheme. From January of 

that year through January of 1963, the central file is organized into nine major 

classifications, for example Class 5, International Informational, Cultural, and 

Educational Relations; Class 6, International Political Relations; Class 7, Internal 

Political and Military Affairs; Class 8, Internal Economic, Industrial and Social Affairs; 

and Class 9, Internal Communication, Transportation and Scientific Affairs. Within each 

class, records are arranged by country and thereunder according to a decimal scheme of 

subject classification. Whereas there are some files for Germany as a whole, most of the 

records are divided into files pertaining to the Federal Republic of Germany and the 

German Democratic Republic. Researchers should note that although it has many 

similarities to the preceding system, this filing scheme has major differences; they should 

consult the filing manual prior to requesting records. 

The final scheme covers the period February 1963 through July 1973 and is 

radically different. Called the Subject-Numeric system, records are arranged into seven 

major categories, including Economics, Politics and Defense, and Social. Each major 

category is subdivided into minor categories and then arranged by country. Scholars of 

Germany should look for records filed under Germany, East or Germany, West and 

occasionally Berlin. Researchers are advised that this portion of the central file is open 

for research only through 1969. It is anticipated that the remaining years will be available 

for research by the beginning of 1999. 

Although considerably more difficult to use, the records maintained by Department 

of State offices and bureaus are well 
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worth examining. Often referred to as lot files, the office files are organized along 

geographic or functional lines and contain material similar to that in the central file. The 

office files, however, are more likely to contain preliminary drafts of documents, thereby 

providing researchers with a glimpse of policy as it was evolving. 

The records of the Bureau of European Affairs are the most significant geographic 

office files. Although there is information pertaining to Germany it is dispersed through 

many of the Bureau‘s general files, researchers may wish to pay particular attention to the 

records of the Office of German Affairs. Three significant series, for example, contain 

documents pertaining to German Democratic Republic, 1949–62; Berlin, 1957–63; and 

the Federal Republic of Germany, 1960–2. 

Researchers also should examine the records of several of the Department‘s 

functional offices, especially those of the Bureau of Public Affairs and the Executive 

Secretariat. The records of the Bureau of Public Affairs cover the years 1945–63 and 

contain a great deal of information pertaining to American cultural and informational 

programs in postwar Germany; they also document educational exchange programs 

between the two countries. Those of the Executive Secretariat contain several noteworthy 

series, including country files maintained by the Department of State‘s Policy Planning 

Staff (called the Policy Planning Council after 1962), dated 1947–65. The records of the 

Executive Secretariat also include two large series of conference files and briefing books 

that contain background material for visits of American officials abroad and of foreign 

dignitaries to the United States, and often include minutes of conversations held at those 

meetings. These two series cover the years 1949–76, and Germany is well documented in 

both. 

 
Records of Foreign Service Posts of the Department of State (RG 84) 
 
This record group contains records created or collected by American embassies and 

consulates abroad. Although no 
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substitute for the Department‘s central office records, the documents in this record group 

provide a useful supplement to them, especially for scholars of German history. The post-

World War II occupation period resulted in the creation of two unique sets of records 

pertaining to Germany. The first set is the records of the Office of the Political Advisor 

(POLAD) to the Military Government. The POLAD records consist of files maintained at 

the POLAD offices in Berlin and Frankfurt. The records of the Berlin office are by far the 

more voluminous and cover the years 1945–9, whereas those of the Frankfurt office 

document 1946–9. Both offices consist of a large central file arranged by the Department 

of State‘s foreign service-post filing scheme and several smaller series. 

The second unique set of records is those files maintained by the U.S. Mission to 

Berlin. The Mission‘s general records cover primarily the years 1945–52. Rather than a 

single, large central file, these records are divided into numerous small series, such as the 

records of the Building and Housing Committee, the Education and Religious Affairs 

Committee, the Public Health Committee, the Local Government Committee, and the 

Labor Committee. The Mission‘s records also include the files of the American 

representative to the Allied Kommandatura (AK), 1945–90. These records are 

voluminous; the two most significant series are a massive central file arranged by the AK 

committee and files of the AK‘s Legal Committee pertaining to political affairs and 

international treaties. Researchers should note that there are virtually no finding aids for 

the AK records at this time. 

The records of the U.S. embassy in Bonn and the American consulates in West 

Germany round out this record group. The declassified records of the U.S. embassy in 

Bonn currently cover the years 1949–61. In addition, there are records for the American 

consulates at Baden-Baden, 1946–8; Berlin, 1945–8 and 1953–5; Bremen, 1946–64; 

Düsseldorf, 1950–61; Frankfurt, 1949–61; Hamburg, 1946–64; Munich, 1946–58; and 

Stuttgart, 1946–61. The most important series for every post is its central file. Each 

central file is divided into several chronological segments 



46 GHI Bulletin No. 23 (Fall 1998) 

 

and thereunder according to the Department of State‘s foreign service post filing scheme. 

Please note that the Department changed the foreign service-post filing scheme in 1950, 

and researchers will need to consult appropriate filing manuals prior to ordering records. 

 

Records of the United States High Commissioner to Germany (RG 466) 
 
The occupation also resulted in the creation of another unique body of records, those of 

the U.S. High Commissioner (HICOG). Documenting the years 1949–55, the HICOG 

files are divided into two major sections, headquarters records and Land records. 

Arranged by HICOG office, the headquarters‘ records reflect all the occupation 

government‘s activities. Major office records include those of the Executive Director and 

Executive Secretary, Economic Affairs, General Counsel, Political Affairs, and U.S. 

Secretariat to the Allied High Commission. 

Records pertaining to the four Länder document the activities of HICOG in each 

state. The records for Bavaria, Hessen and Baden-Württemberg each have a large central 

file maintained by the Land commissioner‘s office that provides the best overview of 

HICOG‘s activities on the state level. In addition, the records for those three states and 

Bremen contain records created by the state offices of HICOG‘s divisions, such as the 

Legal Affairs, Public Affairs, and Economic Affairs Divisions. Virtually all these records 

are now declassified and available to researchers. 

 

Records of the United States Information Agency (RG 306) 
 

The United States Information Agency (USIA) was created in 1953 to serve as the 

primary agent of American cultural and informational foreign policy. Records pertaining 

to Germany are located throughout the USIA‘s files. For example, it contains some 

records of the International Information Agency (IIA), a USIA predecessor, including the 

IIA‘s German program files, 1945–53. Researchers also may wish to examine the records 

of 



 

  GHI Bulletin No. 23 (Fall 1998)  47 

the USIA‘s Exhibits Division, where there are files documenting USIA exhibits in 

Germany spanning the years 1955–67. In addition, there is a small collection of USIA 

publications pertaining to the America Houses, dated December 1949–December 1950. 

The records of the USIA‘s Office of Research are especially rich. Researchers may 

wish to begin with the Office‘s research reports on German public opinion, 1949–62, and 

the country project correspondence files, 1955–61. Researchers should be certain, 

however, to examine the Office‘s other records. Covering the years 1953–93, these 

records consist of several series of special, research, foreign opinion barometer, and other 

reports and studies gauging foreign opinion and editorial comment on a wide range of 

issues, such as the state of the world economy, disarmament, the Vietnam conflict, and 

the Cold War in general. 

 

Records of U.S. Foreign Assistance Agencies (RG 469) 
 
This record group documents a number of agencies that existed between the end of World 

War II and the creation for the U.S. Agency for International Development in 1961, 

including the European Cooperation Administration, the Mutual Security Agency, and 

the Technical Cooperation Administration. It is divided into three major sections: 

headquarters records, the records of the United States Special Representative for Europe, 

and the records of United States Overseas Missions. 

The most fruitful place to begin the search for records pertaining to Germany is 

among the records of the U.S. Special Representative for Europe (SRE). The SRE was 

responsible for overseeing virtually all American assistance agencies in Europe, and its 

records are rich and varied. Most of the information pertaining to Germany is in various 

country-subject files, commonly consisting of 1,000–2,000 pages of material. The records 

are only declassified through 1953 at this time. 

Although the other two sections contain information pertaining to Germany, they 

are much less voluminous. The 
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material in the headquarters records is widely dispersed throughout numerous series of 

files and usually consists of single folders. Whereas they may be worthwhile to examine, 

the process is labor-intensive and requires examining a large number of file title lists. The 

records of the U.S. Overseas Mission (USOM) in Germany are much easier to use than 

those of the headquarters, though they are quite thin, consisting exclusively of the 

program and subject files of the USOM Office of Economic Affairs, 1951–3 and three 

series of the USOM Productivity and Technical Assistance Division, 1953–6. 

 

Records of International Conferences, Commissions and Expositions (RG 43) 
 

Researchers may wish to examine this record group to document the activities of 

American representatives to the Council of Foreign Ministers relating to Germany. 

Whereas most of the files pertain to meeting among the foreign ministers of the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and France, there are also records of meetings among those 

three powers and the USSR. Topics of interest to scholars of German history include the 

1950–1 London and Paris Inter-Governmental Study Groups for Germany; the 1951–3 

Tripartite Commission on German Debt; the 1952 meetings between the foreign ministers 

of the United States, the United Kingdom, France and the Federal Republic of Germany; 

and the 1954 Four-Power Conference in Berlin. 

 

General Records of the Department of the Treasury (RG 56) 
 
The records of the Department of the Treasury provide important documentation of 

American foreign economic policy. These records became especially valuable two years 

ago, when the National Archives opened the records of the Treasury Department‘s Office 

of the Assistant Secretary for International Affairs (OASIA). Although there is 

information pertaining to Germany throughout the files, historians should pay particular 

attention to OASIA‘s Subject Files relating to Germany, 1931– 
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52; Records relating to External Debt Settlement by West Germany, 1950–7; General 

Records of the Undersecretary for Monetary Affairs, 1965–8; and the several series of 

OASIA country files, 1945–59. 

 

Descriptive Aids 
 
The staff of the National Archives has prepared a wide variety of descriptive aids to assist 

researchers understanding agency histories and the arrangement of the records. These 

inventories, reference reports, and file title lists are essential to a successful research 

experience, and visitors to the National Archives should plan to consult them at the 

beginning of their research trips. Prospective researchers would do well to begin with 

reference reports. These provide short, solid introductions to record groups and important 

series, and they are a handy way to gain familiarity with the records. If researchers write 

in advance of their trip, the staff of the National Archives will be glad to mail them 

pertinent reference reports. Other descriptive materials, such as inventories and file title 

lists, are available in rooms 2600 and 2000 of the National Archives at College Park. 

 

Kenneth W. Heger 


