


WHAT ARE ARCHIVES?

• DEFINITION: MATERIALS THAT ARE CREATED IN 

THE CONDUCT OF AFFAIRS AND KEPT DUE TO 

THEIR VALUE

• TYPES OF MATERIALS

• DEFINING A NATION’S IDENTITY

• CAPTURED DOCUMENTS



IMPORTANCE OF GERMAN ARCHIVES

• WHY THE GERMAN ARCHIVES?

• WHY WERE THE DOCUMENTS IMPORTANT TO THE 

ALLIES?

Last page of Adolph Hitler’s will, signed by Hitler and 

witnesses including Joseph Goebbels, 4/29/1945. 

(National Archives Identifier 6883511)



CIVILIAN ARCHIVISTS, NOT MILITARY

• EARLY IDEAS OF PROTECTION

• ERNST POSNER

• SOLON BUCK

• WORKING WITH THE MILITARY

The first U.S. Army men and equipment pour across the 

Remagen Bridge in Germany. In the foreground are two 

knocked-out Jeeps, 3/11/1945. (National Archives 

Identifier 531252)



WAR DEPARTMENT POLICY

• 1943 – WAR DEPARTMENT WANTED TO PROTECT 

DOCUMENTS, MONUMENTS, AND ART WORK IN THE WAR 

ZONE THAT WERE ANCIENT AND IRREPLACEABLE

• ADOPTED POLICY TO PROTECT CULTURALLY SIGNIFICANT 

LANDMARKS AND RECORDS AS BEST AS WAS POSSIBLE 

WITHOUT COMPROMISING MILITARY OPERATIONS

• DECEMBER 1943 – GEN EISENHOWER EMPHASIZED THE 

POLICY AND ASKED ALL COMMANDERS TO COMPLY

Letter from Dwight D. Eisenhower, General, U.S. Army, 

Commander-in-Chief to All Commanders, December 29, 1943. 

(Records of the War Department General and Special Staffs, 

National Archives)



ENTERING WAR ZONES

• WAR DEPARTMENT WORKED WITH NARA AND CIVILIAN GROUPS

• NARA PERSONNEL SERVED AS ARCHIVES OFFICERS IN WAR 

AREAS, CONSTRUCTING LISTS OF RECORDS BEHIND ENEMY LINES

• GUIDELINES DETAILING CONSERVATION AND PROTECTION 

TECHNIQUES CREATED BY ARCHIVES STAFF TO AID 

COMMANDERS WHO MAY HAVE VITAL ARCHIVES AND 

MONUMENTS UNDER THEIR CONTROL

• US SAW PROTECTING RECORDS AS AN ESSENTIAL STEP IN 

HELPING COUNTRIES RECOVER AFTER THE WAR. RECORDS 

WOULD BE USED IN GERMANY TO PROSECUTE WAR CRIMINALS 

AND AID IN DENAZIFICATION AND DEMILITARIZATION EFFORTS

General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Supreme Allied Commander, 

accompanied by Gen.Omar N. Bradley, and Lt. Gen. George S. 

Patton, Jr., inspects art treasures stolen by Germans and 

hidden in a salt mine in Germany, 4/12/1945. (National Archives 

Identifier 531272)



BATTLE FRONT ARCHIVAL METHODS

• HANDBOOKS WERE HANDED OUT ON WHAT TO LOOK FOR AN HOW TO CARE FOR GERMAN RECORDS

• SOLDIERS TRIED TO KEEP ARCHIVES IN THE BEST POSSIBLE CONDITIONS

• TOO OFTEN WERE THESE ARCHIVES MISHANDLED 

• SLOW DECREASE IN TRAINED ARCHIVISTS



DOCUMENTS MOVED TO ALLIED TERRITORY

• WAR DEPARTMENT AGREED TO WORK WITH BRITISH WAR OFFICE TO GAIN AND DISPERSE INFORMATION

• DUE TO AGREEMENT ON JOINT CUSTODY, MILITARY INTELLIGENCE RESEARCH SECTIONS (MIRS) WERE 

CREATED IN EACH NATION’S CAPITAL

• LONDON MIRS – SHORT-RANGE INTELLIGENCE

• WASHINGTON DC MIRS – LONG-RANGE INTELLIGENCE

• CREATED STUDIES THAT WERE USED TO THE ALLIES’ ADVANTAGE IN PLANNING TACTICAL OPERATIONS



1945-46

• DOCUMENT CENTERS

• POST-WAR USES

• MILITARY HISTORIES

• U.S. AIR FORCE

• NUREMBURG WAR TRIALS

View of the Document Center in Berlin, where 

research was conducted for the Subsequent 

Nuremberg Proceedings, 1946 (USHMM Photo 

Number 94549)



NUREMBERG WAR TRIALS

• OCCURRED 1945 – 1949

• INITIAL TRIAL: OCTOBER 1945 – OCTOBER 1946

• INDICTED 24 TOP NAZI OFFICIALS

• REDULTED IN DEATH SENTENCES, PRISON 

SENTENCES, AND ACQUITTALS

Trial of the Major War Criminal before the 

International Military Tribunal, Library of 

Congress



NUREMBERG DOCUMENTS

• DEFINITION 

• COL MURRAY BERNAYS

• JUSTICE ROBERT JACKSON

Rough Ground Plan of Auschwitz, Murray Bernays Papers, 

#3817, American Heritage Center



NARA RECORD GROUP 242

• OFFICIAL DESIGNATION: NATIONAL ARCHIVES 

COLLECTION OF FOREIGN RECORDS SEIZED

• ESTABLISHED IN 1947 FOR RECORDS THAT HAD BEEN 

CAPTURED FROM THE AXIS POWERS DURING WWII OR 

SEIZED AT THE END OF THE WAR

• COMPRISED OF MORE THAN 680 UNIQUE SERIES, 

CONTAINING MOSTLY GOVERNMENT, BUT A FEW 

PERSONAL RECORDS AS WELL 

• VAST MAJORITY OF RG 242 IS KNOWN AS THE CAPTURED 

GERMAN RECORDS

German loot stored in church at Ellingen, Germany, found by troops 

of the U.S. Third Army, 4/24/1945. (National Archives Identifier 

5757187)



IDEAS OF RETURN

• BEGAN RETURNING DOCUMENTS AS EARLY AS 

1945

• RETURN WAS NOT SIMPLE

• 3 PHASES OF RETURN

Summary of recommendations for the disposition of 

document collections held by the Berlin Document 

Center. (National Archives Identifier 7431812)



GERMAN NATIONAL IDENTITY

• WAY FOR GERMANY TO DISTANCE THEMSELVES 

FROM THE ALLIED OCCUPATION PERIOD

• ARCHIVISTS AND ARCHIVES NEEDED 

JUSTIFICATION

A document concerning the release of a 

collection of captured records to West Germany, 

1952. (National Archives Identifier 7431812)



QUESTION OF ACCESS

• MATTER OF INTERNATIONL COOPERATION

• AMERICANS HAD GREATER ACCESS

Photograph of America Historical Association Project 

Staff for the Selection and Description of Captured 

German Records, World War II Records Division, 

Alexandria, VA, ca. 1960. (National Archives Identifier 

12169791)



CONDITION OF RETURN

• VIOLATION OF INTERNATIONAL LAW

• ORIGINAL ARRANGEMENT DESTROYED

• ALLIES POSSIBLY SAVED THE DOCUMENTS

• SHIPMENTS OF RECORDS RETURNED

• OVER 70,000 ROLLS OF MICROFILM

Photograph of the Departmental Records Branch in the 

Military Records Center in Alexandria, VA, ca. 1957. 

(National Archives Identifier 23855327)



IMPORTANCE

• NEW PRECEDENT OF CAPTURING DOCUMENTS 

FOR INTELLIGENCE

• ARCHIVES CENTRAL TO A NATION’S IDENTITY

• CONTINUATION IN HISTORY


