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III. New Topics of Research at the Institute 

"An Oral History of the Office of Strategic Services" (Petra 

Marquardt-Bigman) 

 

When the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) began to transfer the records of 

its predecessor, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), to the National 

Archives in Washington, D.C., some fifteen years ago, researchers were 

given access to a vast and unique body of documentation containing 

invaluable source materials, not only for scholars interested in U.S. wartime 

intelligence but also for those working on World War II in general. While 

the value of these materials for historical research can hardly be 

overestimated, the preserved files of the OSS obviously tell only part of the 

eventful story of this remarkable agency. Established under the exigencies of 

war as the first central intelligence agency in U.S. history, the OSS not only 

made innovative, if often controversial, contributions to the American war 

effort, but it also left a legacy that—no less controversial than the 

organization from which it derived—had considerable impact on the postwar 

development of the U.S. intelligence community and, in particular, on its 

successor, the CIA. But the OSS veterans who eventually came to serve as 

CIA directors are only the most visible and best-known mediators of this 

legacy, which proved influential far beyond the sphere of intelligence, since 

it was brought to bear upon a variety of fields in academia, public life, and 

policy, in which OSS veterans excelled. 

The recollections of those who helped to shape this legacy during the 

war, and who transmitted and transformed it in the postwar period, thus 

constitute more than an indispensable complement to the OSS documents. 

Most obviously, they could help with the historian's ever-present problem of 

how to bring archival sources to life and evaluate them not only with the 

wisdom of hindsight but also in the context of their time. However, the 

relevance of the OSS experience is by no means limited to research on 

World War II. It is certainly essential to anyone interested in the 

development of the U.S. intelligence community in the postwar period. 

Particularly at a time when 
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there is much cause to reexamine the origins of the Cold War, the 

recollections of OSS veterans may well help researchers to gain a broader 

understanding of the complex developments that turned a wartime alliance 

into a dangerous antagonism. 

To date, there has been no systematic attempt to document the 

experiences of OSS members. The objective of this project is to provide a 

representative sample of these experiences by interviewing OSS members 

from various branches (e.g., Research and Analysis, Counterespionage, 

Morale Operations). The project is sponsored by the CIA's Center for the 

Study of Intelligence and carried out by a team of scholars who have worked 

on various aspects of OSS activity and intelligence history. According to 

their expertise, team members will prepare and conduct interviews, which 

will first cover a basic questionnaire and then address a series of specific 

questions relating to the individual interviewee's work. As a member of the 

team, I will primarily interview OSS veterans who worked in the Research 

and Analysis Branch, which was responsible for providing background 

research and political analysis to policy makers and the military. The 

documentation assembled in the course of this project will be deposited in 

the Special Collections Division of the Lauinger Library at Georgetown 

University, where transcripts of the interviews will be available to any 

interested researcher. 


