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II. Archive Report. 

 

With Issue No. 6, the BULLETIN begins a regular pattern of publishing each spring a 

report on an archive, either in the United States or in Germany. The intent of the series of 

reports is to bring to the BULLETIN's readers a brief description of the holdings of the 

archive, but more importantly, to recount to the reader recent experiences of a user of that 

archive. The reports will provide tips on how best to prepare for a visit to the archive in 

question, useful information that will reduce start-up time upon arrival, suggestions as to 

how to avoid pitfalls both scholarly and bureaucratic, and practical advice as to how to 

make life in the archive more enjoyable. 

Because of the location of the Institute in Washington, it is only fitting to begin this 

series with a report on the National Archives here. This first report has been provided by 

Albert Diegmann of the University of Aachen. Mr. Diegmann at present is working on 

his dissertation, "The United States and the Decartelization of the Ruhr Coal Industry 

1947–55," and in December he will begin a six-month fellowship that he has received 

from the Institute in order to complete his research in archives in the United States. The 

Institute and the editors are grateful to Mr. Diegmann for his contribution. 

 

A "Guide" to the National Archives—Albert Diegmann 

 

This article is an attempt to introduce newcomers to the use of the National Archives 

in Washington. It is written completely from the personal experience of a young historian 

who has done research in the United States for two and a half years and has spent more 

than eighteen months in archives in the United States. Relying on personal experience 

means that this account is in no way exhaustive, but on the contrary rather selective 

according to my perceptions and, of course, my subject of research. However, it might be 

helpful by suggesting ways to avoid many initial difficulties. 

 

Preparation 

If you intend to do research on modern history dealing with German-U.S. relations or 

post-war German history, the National Archives is the right place to begin your search for 

documentation. But before you start, you should prepare carefully for your visit. It is 

crucial that you refine your subject until it is specific enough for efficient research, 

otherwise you might get lost in the vast amount of material on hand. One of your first 

impressions at the National Archives will certainly be the huge mass of 
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papers and documents of all kinds. Before you go, you must read the pertinent secondary 

literature on your subject and acquaint yourself with the Department of State publication 

series "Foreign Relations of the United States" (FRUS). These volumes represent a 

selection of the holdings of the National Archives, and they can give you an idea of what 

to look for. At the top of each published document in FRUS is printed the file number of 

the collection from which the document is taken. Thus, even before you come to 

Washington you can determine which files in the National Archives might be of interest 

to you. 

Getting started at the National Archives 

The opening hours of the National Archives allow you to devote the greatest part of 

the day to research. The main National Archives building, located at Pennsylvania 

Avenue between 7th and 9th Streets, is open from 8:45 a.m. to 9:45 p.m., the National 

Records Center (NRC) in Suitland, Maryland, from 8:00 a.m. to 4:15 p.m. There is a 

shuttle bus service operating between the two locations, free of charge; you can get a 

schedule at the guard's desk at the main Archive on Pennsylvania Avenue. 

Once you are in the National Archives, the first thing to do is to apply for a research 

card. You do that on the second floor in room 207. You also need this identification at 

Suitland. Now sufficiently equipped, you can start your work. Most of your work will 

take place in the Main Research Room located on the second floor, room 203, or in the 

Microfilm Search Room, fourth floor, room 400. Here I will deal only with the Main 

Reading Room. 

 

Ordering Records 

The National Archives is divided basically into two sections: the diplomatic or civil 

branch and the military branch. To order records, you have to go into the stack areas; 

diplomatic papers can be requested in Stack 6E; for military files this would be Stack 

13W. The Finding Aids are located in these stacks. Do not order anything unless you 

know exactly what you want. You should always consult the Finding Aids first, for they 

are of the utmost importance in locating specific records. I strongly recommend that you 

invest some time in acquainting yourself with the Finding Aids in order to get an 

overview of all the various holdings. After examining these books, binders, and perhaps 

card indexes, choose carefully what you want to see or really have to see. This procedure 

will pay off, for it might save you. a lot of time in the end. Moreover, by doing so you 

ensure that afterwards no one can reproach you for skipping important documents 

pertinent to your subject. 
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At Suitland, ask an archivist to show you the Finding Aids. The National Records 

Center has manuals for all collections which provide either box lists or, in many cases, 

even folder lists. 

If you need any assistance, whether at the National Archives or the National Records 

Center, do not hesitate to ask an archivist or any of the staff members who will guide you 

to the right person. These people are always glad to help, but be considerate about their 

lunch hours, for they are only human. 

Most diplomatic records and many others are classified under decimal systems. 

Ordering decimal file records is rather simple to do. Here is an example. Central decimal 

files are part of the General Records of the Department of State, RG (Record Group) 59, 

which are in the civil branch. They are divided into two time periods, 1945-49 and 1950-

59, and then arranged by classes. [Note: the file numbers change in part from one time 

period to the next.] Suppose you are interested in the development of post-war German 

heavy industry, and you would like to see, for example, papers on coal. You would then 

enter on the request form the number "862.6362." Here is how to figure this out: first take 

a look into the "Classification Manual of Department of State Decimal File (1910–49)," 

valid for the period up to 1949. This tells you that "internal economic affairs" of states 

are to be found in Class 8. The next two digits are the country code; for Germany this is 

62. The numbers to the right of the decimal point represent the specific file for the 

subject. The corresponding entry for the period 1950–59 would be "862.2552," which 

you can check in the "Classification Manual to State Department Decimal File, 1950–

59". For some subjects you should also look at files that carry an extension to the regular 

number; for instance, papers relating to the rearmament of West Germany are filed 

among others under "762A.5," To learn about Special or Lot Files, consult Gerald K. 

Haines, A Reference Guide to U.S. Department of State Special Files (Westport, Conn., 

1985) and the black binders in the stack area. 

Working with the Records 

Once you have requested records in the stack area, they will be made available to you 

in the research room. The material is stored in archive boxes and folders. Sometimes you 

will find titles written on the folders, which will ease your work considerably. The 

collections consist of various types of documents: generally there are memoranda, 

memoranda of conversation, minutes or summaries of meetings, letters, telegrams, and 

dispatches. 

Quite frequently you will encounter difficulties in identifying the author or the date of 

a document. For example, in many cases the writer 
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of a memo is represented only by his initials. To solve this problem, I would suggest that 

you acquaint yourself to a certain extent with the organization of the agencies in question 

and with the relevant people. For the State Department or in the Office of the U.S. High 

Commissioner for Germany (HICOG), consult the "Government Manual" and other 

pertinent listings such as the "Foreign Service List." A few examples might show you 

what I mean. If you see a memo of conversation signed "DA," that is likely to be 

Secretary of State Dean Acheson; a memo that bears the initials "LCB" came from Louis 

C. Boochever. Letters are often signed or addressed just with the first name, but in most 

cases, the letterhead shows where it came from. Knowing that will help to identify the 

author; a letter from the U.S. Embassy Paris to the State Department signed "David" is 

written by the Ambassador himself, David Bruce; a letter from HICOG Frankfurt signed 

"Jack" for "Dear Hank" is from John J. McCloy to Henry A. Byroade. Some of these 

abridgments can only be solved by a little experience as these examples show, but do not 

worry. If you spend enough time with the records, you will inevitably acquire this kind of 

experience. 

A bigger problem are undated (and incorrectly dated) papers. In a well-arranged 

collection, one might be able to figure out the exact date by looking at the surrounding 

documents. But sometimes you are forced to rely on your best guess; you can deduce it 

from the content of the document or from the context you find it in. (Caution: beware of 

misfiled documents!). This can lead you to a fairly well-based estimation of the 

approximate date, provided you have sufficient knowledge about the bureaucratic 

structures, personnel, and the course of events. This is one of the reasons why thorough 

preparation is so important. 

In many files you will come across withdrawal notices which mean that these papers 

have been removed for security or other reasons. If you deem it important to see these 

documents, you can submit a Freedom of Information request to the appropriate agency 

identified on the withdrawal sheet. For classified material, you can put in a special review 

request. Ask your archivist for the proper procedures. 

 

Copies 

Many documents will be so valuable for your future work that you would like to be 

able to check for the exact wording even after you have finished your visit to the National 

Archives; so you want to make photocopies. For this purpose you must have a debit card 

which is used with the copy machines. In order to get one, go to the Cashier's Office on 

the ground floor. Ask them to issue you a debit card with a certain monetary value; you 

can pay by cash or check. You can always add value 
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to the card later. If you expect reimbursement for your copy expenses, ask for a receipt. 

The debit card can be used at the National Archives as well as in Suitland. 

To mark the documents that you want to copy, put tabs around them. Before you go 

to the copy machine, all documents must be declassified. If you have just a few pages, 

have them checked at the technicians' desk. For larger numbers of copies, sign in for a 

bulk copy appointment. You will then receive a declassification sticker and you can use 

the machine for one hour (half an hour at Suitland). 

I recommend a well-devised book-keeping system from the beginning that fits your 

needs. This could be done with file cards, lists, or optimally with a personal computer. 

The main purpose (and main advantage) of "book-keeping" is to avoid duplicates, since 

you often will glance over the same documents in different collections. I would also 

recommend that you mark your copies with their source, that is, name at least the 

collection and the box number. 

 

Holding records 

If you have ordered a truck load of boxes and you cannot finish the work that same 

day, tell the staff to hold your truck; your documents will be held for up to three working 

days in case you are absent from the Archives. You may work with the papers as long as 

you wish—to my knowledge there is no time limit within which you have to finish 

looking at them. 

 

Records in the National Archives 
Now I would like to give a general summary of the holdings of the National 

Archives and National Records Center relating to post-war German history. But please, 

do not expect too much from this survey, since this article is not a comprehensive archive 

report, and because it is based only on my experience with my special subjects. It cannot 

provide a detailed or even concise description of the collections; it will be a mere listing 

with a few comments here and there and in no way exhaustive. As you already know, the 

National Archives divides its holdings into civil and military branches. The diplomatic 

branch holds in the main the records of the Department of State in RG 59. Here are 

gathered all the decimal files plus a variety of special files such as records of the Policy 

Planning Staff, the Assistant Secretary of State for Occupied Areas, European and 

European Regional Affairs, the Western European Division, the Central European 

Division, and many more. These special collections are called Lot Files. Some of these 

are not in RG 59 but in RG 353, Interdepartmental and Intradepartmental Committees—

for example the records of State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee (SWNCC) and 

State- 
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Army-Navy-Air Force Coordinating Committee (SANACC) and RG 43, International 

Conferences. In RG 43, for instance you find the records of the Allied Control Council 

for Germany and of the Council of Foreign Ministers including records of the 

International Authority for the Ruhr. In the military branch, there are, among others, 

records of the Secretary of Defense (RG 330) and the joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) Files 

(RG 218). 

The National Records Center holds a most interesting and wide variety of 

collections. For matters immediately relating to the Allied occupation of Germany, there 

are the Office of Military Government for Germany, United States (OMGUS) Records in 

RG 260, as well as RG 466, Office of the US High Commissioner for Germany 

(HICOG). To make good use of the OMGUS Records, you should ask for the Location 

Register. The HICOG Papers are arranged in several sections: among others, there are 

records of the High Commissioner (commonly referred to as the McCloy Papers), the 

Office of the General Counsel, the Executive Director. The latter section is separated into 

four subsections: General Records 1949–52, Security Segregated General Records 1949–

52, General Records 1953–55, and Security Segregated General Records 1953–55, all 

arranged according to a decimal file system that is different from the State Department 

system. You may find the key to this decimal file system in the "Records Classification 

Handbook" starting with 1949. This system is valid also for the Foreign Post Files of RG 

84. Nevertheless, for the period up to 1948, you must use yet another file manual entitled 

"Foreign Service of the United States of America, Classification of Correspondence." RG 

84 includes among others the Paris Embassy Files, London Embassy Files, but also 

records of the U.S. Political Adviser to the Military Governor. The Paris Embassy Files 

contain such interesting special collections as ECSC and EDC records. Furthermore, the 

NRC holds records of the US Foreign Assistance Agencies: RG 469 FAA, and RG 286 

ECA. 

All of these record collections are vast in scope, so that you are actually forced to go 

through the finding manuals before you can order any material. Yet in doing so, you will 

ensure that you get to know all the important sources you need for your research and your 

writing later on—and that is what your visit to Washington is all about. 

 

Restaurants 

In conclusion, a few practical remarks about restaurants, for the inevitable need for 

food, or in case you just want a break from the records. This will be a short section, 

because the substance is poor: there are only a few places near the Archives where you 

can have lunch or dinner, and if you happen to be a European gourmet, you had better 

stay home. 

The biggest selection at reasonable prices is at the Old Post Office Pavillion located 

on Pennsylvania Avenue between 12th and 13th Street; 
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here there are a variety of ethnic fast food stands ranging from Greek to Italian to 

Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Texas style, and Mexican food. Off Pennsylvania Avenue, 

heading north on 10th Street, you will first see a small place called "Au Bon Pain," a 

supposedly French bakery (which closes at 6 p.m.). Across E Street, there is the Lincoln 

House Restaurant which serves fairly good American food at reasonable prices. If you 

like rock music with your dinner, you can stop by at the Hard Rock Cafe just across the 

street, but you should put a few more dollars in your purse or wallet. (The quality of the 

music though, as well as of the food, is disputable). When you are at the National 

Archives at lunch-time, you can visit the cafeteria of the National Gallery of Art which 

gives you also the opportunity to polish up your cultural experiences. (By the way, 

admission to all museums on the Mall is free.) 

It is hard to recommend any place in Suitland. First of all, you must walk at least 15 

to 20 minutes east on Suitland Road before you reach one of the few smaller cafes and 

restaurants. I personally take a sandwich and a thermos bottle filled with coffee with me. 

The good news is that there will soon be a catering service at Suitland with hot and cold 

foods-on a trial basis. Whether this will still be operating by the time you come to 

Suitland is, of course, open to question. 

If this article is of any value to you in surmounting just a few adjustment problems, 

then it has served its purpose. 


