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The “Scholastic” Marine Who 
Won a Secret War

FRANK HOLCOMB, THE OSS,  AND AMERICAN  
DOUBLE-CROSS OPERATIONS IN EUROPE

by Colonel Nicholas Reynolds, USMCR (Ret)

From 1945 onward, scholars and practitioners 
have asked: just what did America’s wartime in-
telligence agency, the Office of Strategic Servic-

es (OSS), accomplish during World War II? To say that 
OSS director William J. Donovan and his outfit pre-
pared the ground for the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) is not enough. Recent attempts to answer this 
question by Donovan biographer Douglas C. Waller 
and intelligence historian Troy J. Sacquety focus, re-

spectively, on the organization’s overall contribution 
to the war effort—OSS made a solid, if not dramatic, 
contribution to victory—and on the campaign fought 
by Detachment 101 in faraway Burma, where there was 
a very good return on a small investment of personnel 
and materiel.1 Another way to answer the question is 
to take a close look at the record of X-2, the OSS’s 
counterintelligence element, in Europe during 1944–
45, particularly through the eyes of one of its leaders, 

1 Douglas Waller, Wild Bill Donovan: The Spymaster Who Created the OSS 
and Modern American Espionage (New York: Free Press, 2012); and Troy J. 
Sacquety, The OSS and Burma: Jungle War against the Japanese (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2013).
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Donovan would report directly to the president. The 
aging but still very energetic lawyer and colonel in 
the Army Reserve, who was on leave from his firm, 
immediately tested and expanded his powers, which 
included scouting for organizations to support COI. 
One possibility was for the COI to affiliate with the 
U.S. Marine Corps in some way (undetermined at the 
time it surfaced), an idea that the Marines quickly 
and emphatically rejected. Marine Corps leadership 
feared that the COI tail might one day wag the Ma-
rine Corps dog.3 The first step could be a presiden-
tial order to give a Marine commission to Donovan, 
the amateur with political connections. The next 
step could be an influx of “personnel other than reg-
ular Marine officers” who could “very easily get out 
of hand and out of control.”4 Either would dilute the 
professionalism of the Corps. At one point in Janu-
ary 1942, Commandant of the Marine Corps General 
Thomas Holcomb commented privately that he was 
“terrified that . . . [he] may be forced to take this man 
[the outsider Donovan]” into the Marine Corps.5 But, 
perhaps as the result of a complaint from the Com-
mandant to the president, the COI stayed close to the 
White House, and Donovan and the Commandant’s 

3 MajGen Charles F. B. Price to Cmdt MajGen Thomas Holcomb, 16 
January 1942, as reproduced in Maj Robert E. Mattingly, Herringbone 
Cloak—GI Dagger: Marines of the OSS (Quantico, VA: History and Muse-
ums Division, Headquarters Marine Corps, 1979, 1989), 249, hereafter 
Price to Holcomb, 16 January 1942. Price even used the term hobby when 
referring to Donovan’s activities.
4 Price to Holcomb, 16 January 1942.
5 Thomas Holcomb to Samuel W. Meek, 19 January 1942, as reproduced 
in Mattingly, Herringbone Cloak—GI Dagger, 254. At page 313, Mattingly 
lists the names of 71 Marines who served in the OSS. While there is no 
one definitive roster, the overall total may have been higher, perhaps in 
the hundreds. A World War II commemorative pamphlet discusses the 
variety of positions that Marines occupied in Europe and North Africa. 
LtCol Harry W. Edwards, A Different War: Marines in Europe and North 
Africa, Marines in World War II Commemorative Series (Washington, 
DC: History and Museums Division, Headquarters Marine Corps, 1994).

Frank Holcomb.2 This Marine Reserve officer’s re-
markable achievements, particularly in counterespio-
nage and deception, show how quickly the OSS could 
learn and how much it could accomplish. Before 1943, 
the OSS had only a rudimentary grasp of any form of 
counterintelligence, let alone operations to find and 
turn enemy spies. OSS decided to enter that field and 
to develop a new capability. In short order, Holcomb 
learned how to become an effective practitioner of 
this arcane craft, and turn it to the Allies’ advantage 
after D-Day by neutralizing every spy the Germans 
had left behind in Western Europe as well as exploit-
ing many of them to report disinformation.

The story begins in the summer of 1941, when 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt created the Office of 
the Coordinator of Information (COI) for Donovan. 
It would be one of the offices in the executive branch; 

2 The best detailed study of X-2 is by Timothy J. Naftali, “X-2 and the 
Apprenticeship of American Counterespionage, 1942–1944” (PhD diss., 
Harvard University, 1993). An early, official postwar study by an OSS 
officer focuses on France in 1944 and 1945. John B. Oakes, Edward R. 
Weismiller, and Eugene Waith, A History of OSS/X-2 Operation of Con-
trolled Enemy Agents in France and Germany, 1944–1945, vol. I (Washington, 
DC: Strategic Services Unit, War Department, 1946). 

National Archives identifier number 6851006, Portrait Photos of Donovan, 
1942–1946, Records of the Office of Strategic Services,  

1919–2002, RG 226, folder 19, NARA
William J. Donovan, shown here as a brigadier general, the Office of 
Strategic Services director who was looking for “a special type of officer 
. . . with a scholastic approach . . . tempered by practical experience.”
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relationship was never put to the test.6 Holcomb even 
proved willing to help Donovan solve another one of 
his threshold problems: how to get qualified people for 
his start-up. Donovan told Holcomb that he needed “a 
special type of officer, one with a scholastic approach 
to problems of war, tempered by practical experience 
in the field”—a variation on his supposed requirement 
for a PhD who could win a bar fight.7 Holcomb had 
just the right man for Donovan: the warrior-scholar 
William A. Eddy. He would eventually be assisted by 
Holcomb’s son Franklin, better known as Frank.8 

Eddy had distinguished himself during World 
War I as the intelligence officer for the 6th Marines, 
the elder Holcomb’s wartime regiment, and after the 
war as the president of Hobart College in New York. 
Eddy joined COI in mid-1941, and was soon on his way 
to Tangier, Morocco, to serve Donovan undercover as 
naval attaché to the American Legation. Strategically 
located on the northwest shoulder of the continent 
just outside the straits of Gibraltar, it was the largest 
U.S. mission in North Africa.

Eddy recognized the French-speaking Frank 
Holcomb’s potential for this assignment, and, while 
preparing to deploy, sounded him out about going to 

6 Thomas Holcomb to Barney, 10 February 1942, as reproduced in Mat-
tingly, Herringbone Cloak—GI Dagger, 265, implying a demarche: “This 
suggestion was made by very high authority, and . . . my reaction was 
complete disapproval of the idea.” “Barney” is almost certainly then-
BGen Clayton Barney Vogel; the “very high authority” was likely Roos-
evelt, with whom Holcomb had a warm relationship. See, for example, 
David J. Ulbrich, Preparing for Victory, Thomas Holcomb and the Making 
of the Modern Marine Corps, 1936–1943 (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 
Press, 2011), 40, 50.
7 Mattingly, Herringbone Cloak—GI Dagger, esp. 1–21, 275. In this chapter, 
Mattingly discusses the relations between the Marine Corps and Dono-
van, and includes as appendices correspondence among Marine general 
officers about the subject, as well as the letter from Donovan to Hol-
comb, dated 16 February 1942, requesting suitable personnel.
8 Frank Holcomb initially deployed overseas for the Office of Naval In-
telligence and would formally join OSS only in 1943. Mattingly, Herring-
bone Cloak—GI Dagger, 22–39. These pages describe Eddy and Holcomb’s 
backgrounds, as well as their work in North Africa. For a slightly more 
general history, see Hal Vaughan, FDR’s 12 Apostles: The Spies Who Paved 
the Way for the Invasion of North Africa (Guilford, CT: Lyons Press, 2006). 
Frank Holcomb’s OSS personnel file is another basic source. Franklin P. 
Holcomb personnel file, box 341, Entry #224, Record Group (RG) 226, 
National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) II, College 
Park, MD, hereafter Holcomb personnel file.

Tangier.9 The slight, intense 24-year-old had the quali-
ties that Eddy—and Donovan—were looking for: the 
theoretical tempered by the practical.10 Frank Hol-

9 Frank Holcomb stated simply, “I was contacted one day by an old [fam-
ily] friend, William A. Eddy” and that they forged an excellent working 
relationship. Frank Holcomb, interview with George Gallup, 1989, copy 
in the possession of the subject’s daughter, Sarah Holcomb, hereafter 
Holcomb interview with Gallup. References in the interview support 
the cited year as 1989, though the exact date was not noted. The first 
page has a penciled notation: “Interview by George Gallup Hope Town 
Bahamas 1980s.” The only known copy is this transcript. Gallup was the 
famous pollster, who lived near the Holcombs in their retirement in the 
Bahamas. He conducted the interview at the request of Holcomb’s wife.
10 Frank Holcomb, interview with Gibson Smith, 15 December 1978, 
copy in the possession of Sarah Holcomb of an original held in the 
Thomas Holcomb Collection, box 24, folder 1, Historical Resources 
Branch, Marine Corps History Division, Quantico, VA, hereafter Hol-
comb interview with Smith. Although the ostensible topic of the inter-
view was Gen Thomas Holcomb, his son describes his own childhood 
and adolescence at some length in the opening pages of the transcript. 
See also Holcomb interview with Gallup.

Official U.S. Marine Corps photo 
Gen Thomas Holcomb, 17th Commandant of the Marine Corps and 
father of Frank Holcomb.
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comb had followed his father overseas to posts in Bei-
jing and Guantánamo Bay, Cuba. Especially after the 
elder Holcomb became Commandant of the Marine 
Corps in 1936, his son listened to discussions of strat-
egy over dinner at the Commandant’s House at the 
Marine Barracks in downtown Washington, DC. That 
same year, the younger Holcomb contracted a viru-
lent, near-fatal infection from a wrestling mat and, in 
the days before penicillin, lingered on for two excru-
ciating years. His injury disqualified Holcomb for ac-
tive military service; for the rest of his life, he could 
not bend his right knee and walked with a limp. When 
he emerged from this illness, he was a young man in a 
hurry, determined to make up for lost time. His deter-
mination to demonstrate to himself and others that 

there were still so many things that he could do well 
would drive him to excel during the coming war.11

Sailing whenever he could, he took charge of a 
27-foot sailboat, Moondance, and at least once sailed up 
the East Coast to Rhode Island by himself. When on 
dry land, he threw himself into his studies. From 1938 
onward, he attended the School of Foreign Service at 
Georgetown University, Washington, DC, where an 
extracurricular assignment was to research and write 
position papers for congressmembers and senators. 

11 This is the author’s conclusion following a discussion with Sarah Hol-
comb, Frank’s daughter, while preparing a profile of Holcomb for a pub-
lication based on an OSS exhibit at the CIA Museum. Office of Strategic 
Services 1942–1945, Official OSS Exhibition Catalogue (Washington, DC: 
Center for the Study of Intelligence, CIA, 2015), 9. 

Courtesy of Sarah Holcomb
Frank Holcomb, studying in his room at the Commandant’s House while an undergraduate at Georgetown University sometime between 1938 and 
1941.
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Though he did not always agree with their policies, 
especially Senator Gerald P. Nye’s isolationism, this 
work “opened up a whole new life” for Holcomb.12 In 
1938, he went on a summer course to Germany and 
while touring kept his ears open for talk of evolving 
German tactics.13

By the time Donovan was staffing COI in mid-
1941, the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) had made 
Holcomb a job offer that must have been exciting for 
an undergraduate with an interest in foreign affairs. 
With Georgetown University’s blessing, he eagerly ac-
cepted, and went to work at Main Navy, a nondescript 

12 Holcomb interview with Gallup.
13 Holcomb interview with Gallup. With his return to the United States, 
Holcomb shared his impressions with his father and other Marine of-
ficers.

concrete temporary World War I–era building on the 
National Mall between the Lincoln and Washington 
Memorials. There, despite his youth, he was made re-
sponsible for portfolios in the Western Hemisphere 
Division. One was for Martinique, the French colony 
in the Caribbean that was home to a French naval base 
and to at least 200 tons of the country’s gold reserves, 
both important to the United States since metropoli-
tan France had fallen to the Germans. Holcomb be-
came adept at monitoring developments on the island 
through legal travelers—an activity akin to infiltrating 
spies into the enemy’s camp. After the 1941 Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor, he donned the Marine Corps 
uniform without attending any formal military train-

Official U.S. Marine Corps photo
William A. Eddy as a captain (standing, center) during World War II.
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ing and, as a Reserve officer on active duty, continued 
to work at ONI.14

Though occupied by neutral Spain for the dura-
tion of the war and surrounded by Spanish Morocco, 
Tangier was its own international zone that belonged 
to no one and to everyone. In 1942, it was a hotbed of in-
trigue, not unlike the Casablanca of the famous Hum-

14 One of the basic sources for Holcomb’s wartime career is his Applica-
tion for Federal Employment (SF-57), 11 August 1948, copy in the pos-
session of Sarah Holcomb, who took possession of her parents’ home 
and its contents after their deaths, hereafter Holcomb Application for 
Federal Employment. During an interview about his father, Holcomb 
commented, “Most of us [Reservists working at Main Navy] never had 
military training as such,” and at least initially were unclear about such 
things as military courtesy. Holcomb interview with Smith. In all Ser-
vices, direct commissions were not uncommon in World War II for well-
connected or specially qualified individuals.  

phrey Bogart film, where enemies, future enemies, and 
neutrals faced off against each other. At his arrival in 
Tangier in the spring of 1942, Holcomb assumed the 
position of assistant naval attaché under Eddy, where, 
alongside the more conventional attaché activities, he 
also performed unconventional work. In addition to 
routine reporting, Eddy and Holcomb were immersed 
in various projects that would today fall under the ru-
bric of covert action: soliciting support for the Allies 
from the always rebellious Riffian tribes; generating a 
hit list of Gestapo officers and agents (the actual as-
sassinations were never approved); identifying Vichy 
officials who could be bribed; and attempting to per-
suade Washington to support French colonial troops 
willing to fight the Germans.15 Their work became ever 
more pressing as the Allies stepped up their prepara-
tions for the invasion of nearby French territories in 
Morocco and Algeria that would take place toward 
the end of the year.

In July 1942, Holcomb showed his pluck by 
standing his ground against a group of at least seven 
Italians who tried to “pummel” him for allegedly spit-
ting on their flag during an encounter on city streets. 
Much later, Holcomb would recount, tongue perhaps 
partly in cheek, how his attackers—male and female—
had piled out of a small passing car with an Italian 
standard on its fender and accosted him, shouting ex-
citedly. When he asked what the problem was, “they 
said, ‘You spat on our flag.’ And I said, ‘Look here, 
whoever has written your story has forgotten the fact 
that [some Europeans] . . . spit, but Americans never 
spit; it is not part of our way of life’.” Holcomb’s tart 
rejoinder did not defuse the situation. But while he 
was pondering whether to use his pistol, his date, “a 
very lovely English girl,” is said to have advanced on 
the Italians and driven them away. Reports of the in-
cident circulated through Washington, even reaching 
the president’s desk.16

15 Riffian refers to the Berber peoples occupying parts of northeastern 
Morocco known as the Rif, an Arabic word meaning “edge of cultivated 
area.” Mattingly, Herringbone Cloak—GI Dagger, 29–31.
16 Mattingly, Herringbone Cloak—GI Dagger, 32, contains a description of 
the incident. A better source is Holcomb himself. Holcomb interview 
with Gallup; and Holcomb interview with Smith.

Courtesy of Sarah Holcomb
Frank Holcomb in U.S. Marine Corps uniform during World War II.
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During the same month, COI morphed into OSS, 
still under the irrepressible Donovan, and grew into 
a full-service, stand-alone intelligence agency. Before 
long, Eddy took charge of all OSS operations in North 
Africa. By late 1942, Holcomb had established an ex-
cellent reputation with OSS even though he was still 
working in an ONI billet. In December 1942, Donovan 
wrote Holcomb’s superiors that he had nevertheless 
“aided our work [that of OSS] in every way possible.”17 
A little more than two months later, Donovan wrote a 
note to General Holcomb to let him know that he was 
“delighted” that his son would soon be joining OSS.18

In May 1943, Frank Holcomb made the long trip 
back to Washington, DC, and met with many of the 
senior officers in Donovan’s entourage. Holcomb took 
what must have been an unusual step for a new hire, 
even in an unconventional outfit like OSS, making 
it clear that he was “fed up” with Spanish Morocco 
and wanted to move on; he was eager to make use of 
his language skills and knowledge of the Continent.19 
As a result, OSS considered him briefly for Special 
Operations—paramilitary—work in France but soon 
came up with a better fit.20 On what was to be the 
last day of his visit, he met with James R. Murphy, 
a peacetime lawyer who was now head of the newly 
established counterintelligence branch of OSS, X-2. 
Holcomb would remember meeting Murphy in his 
office, where, without wasting time on pleasantries, 
Murphy gave Holcomb the news that would change 
his life: “I hope you understand that you are the new 
chief of counterespionage for the Mediterranean 
 . . . and North African theater and that you will carry 
that command up into Europe.”21 Holcomb had had no 

17 Donovan to Frank Knox, 3 December 1942, copy in the possession of 
Sarah Holcomb. Holcomb was still a Marine reservist on active duty. 
That status would not change for the duration of the war no matter 
where he worked.
18 Donovan to Thomas Holcomb, 15 February 1943, copy in the posses-
sion of Sarah Holcomb. Donovan did not specify the exact date when 
Frank Holcomb would officially join OSS. 
19 Ellery C. Huntington to Cmdr R. Davis Halliwell, USNR, 5 June 1943, 
copy in the possession of Sarah Holcomb, hereafter Huntington to Hal-
liwell. Huntington appears to be quoting Frank Holcomb.
20 Huntington to Halliwell.
21 Holcomb interview with Gallup.

inkling of Murphy’s intent, but said that it sounded 
“fine” to him.22

Learning from the British
After his consultations in Washington, Holcomb 
stopped in London on his way back to North Africa to 
meet with the British, considered by themselves and 
by most other Allies to be the masters of this arcane 
art. From them, he would learn methods of operation 
and with them work out liaison and reporting poli-
cies.23 Holcomb’s testimony about his time in London 
is sparse—not surprising since much of what he learned 
would remain highly classified for some 25 years af-
ter the war. He confined himself to writing that 
“he joined a group of four X-2 representatives who  
. . . constituted the nucleus for the development of X-2 
plans in the European Theatre . . . and was formally if 
but slightly introduced to special sources.”24 Another 
X-2 veteran, Richard W. Cutler, has left a more com-
plete account of what X-2 officers experienced in Lon-
don. It was only in London, Cutler wrote, that “the 
war’s top secret could be explained . . . and then only 
by its owner, the British.”25 That was, of course, the Ul-
tra secret, the fact that the British had painstakingly 
broken a number of German codes, even though they 
were enciphered by the famous Enigma machines, 
considered unbreakable by the Germans. Among 
these codes were those used by the Abwehr, German 
military intelligence, to run its agent networks. This 
meant that the enemy’s secret operations were trans-
parent to the British.

German . . . officers or agents in oc-
cupied lands radioed Berlin each night 
about concluded or planned opera-
tions. The Germans lived and breathed 
details. A typical message might speak 
of recruiting a Frenchman as a Ger-

22 Holcomb interview with Gallup.
23 “History of X-2 Branch/OSS North African Theater,” anonymous un-
published manuscript, undated, copy in the possession of Sarah Hol-
comb, presumed to be authored by Frank Holcomb. 
24 “History of X-2 Branch/OSS North African Theater.”
25 Richard W. Cutler, Counterspy: Memoirs of a Counterintelligence Officer in 
World War II and the Cold War (Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2004), 
14.
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man agent, give his real name, false 
name, and occupation, and describe 
his mission and method of operation.26

Ultra made it possible for the British to run the 
Double-Cross System, whereby they had doubled cap-
tured German agents back against the Nazis. As Cutler 
later wrote, “[I]n a darkly lit auditorium, a high-rank-
ing officer . . . [treated the Americans to] a theatrical 
explanation of how the British had protected England 
against German spies during the Battle of Britain in 
1940 and thereafter.”27 Although some agents were 
walk-ins, most were identified through decrypted 
messages and apprehended when they landed on Brit-
ish soil. Then they were given the choice of collaborat-
ing or being executed. A few refused to collaborate 
and were executed, but most chose to collaborate, and 
became part of a complicated and interlocking web of 
misleading messages to Berlin.

Holcomb and his colleagues also were read in on 
Operation Fortitude, an offshoot of Double-Cross.28 
Fortitude was an elaborate deception designed to lead 
the Germans to believe that the landings in Norman-
dy would be a feint and that a powerful command 
known as the U.S. First Army Group was about to 
land to the north in the Pas-de-Calais shortly thereaf-
ter. Fortitude operated on many dimensions—mislead-
ing reports by double agents, simulated radio traffic, 
parking lots filled with rubber tanks. If it succeeded, 
it could cause the enemy to maintain a large reserve 
for a second landing that would never come, thereby 
dramatically improving the chances of the friendly 
troops on the actual landing beaches.

The American officers were, in Cutler’s words, 
“duly impressed” by Britain’s “spectacular achieve-
ments,” which would eventually include the identi-

26 Cutler, Counterspy, 16. There are a number of works on the theory and 
practice of the British Double-Cross System. The first (and still one of 
the best) is J. C. Masterman, The Double-Cross System: The Incredible True 
Story of How Nazi Spies Were Turned Into Double Agents (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1972).
27 Cutler, Counterspy, 16.
28 Cutler, Counterspy, 17. The first, and still useful, book about Fortitude 
is Anthony Cave Brown, Bodyguard of Lies (New York: Harper and Row, 
1975).

fication from intercepts of Abwehr messages of some 
3,500 German agents in Western Europe.29 The British 
example inspired Cutler “to [help] make X-2 . . . a top-
notch counterespionage branch.”30 The few pieces of 
Holcomb’s official correspondence that survive bear 
witness to the same determination for X-2 to make a 
stellar contribution despite the considerable obstacles 
in its way. These included rivalry with British coun-
terparts (who supported the expansion of X-2, but 
also wanted to control its operations) and other OSS 
officers (who resented the prerogatives of X-2, which 
claimed to be an elite within OSS, which also consid-
ered itself to be an elite organization), not to men-
tion the rest of the American Expeditionary Forces 
(which were not entirely comfortable with OSS in the 
first place). Undaunted, Holcomb worked hard to ac-
complish his mission upon his return to North Africa: 
developing a complete understanding of German in-
telligence operations in the area; identifying German 
officials, operatives, sources, and stay-behind assets; 
and eventually running double agent/deception op-
erations back at the Germans.31

D-Day and After
Toward the end of 1943, OSS’s X-2 had finalized its 
plans for Special Counterintelligence (SCI) units after 
D-Day, scheduled for the spring or early summer of 
1944. These units would have a three-fold mission: to 
serve as secure conduits of Ultra information to head-
quarters in the field, to neutralize enemy agents, and 
to run deception operations. X-2 chief Murphy met 
with Holcomb in Algiers, Algeria, in December 1943, 
and was favorably impressed by the young major’s ac-
complishments in North Africa, which had run the 
gamut from smuggling an agent through hostile ter-
ritory, to forging relationships with local French in-
telligence officers and stealing secret files about the 
enemy.32 He was ready for more responsibility. This led 

29 Cutler, Counterspy, 17. 
30 Cutler, Counterspy, 17.
31 “History of X-2 Branch/OSS North African Theater.”
32 Naftali, “X-2 and the Apprenticeship of American Counterespionage, 
1942–1944,” 457. See also Holcomb interview with Gallup for a descrip-
tion of agent operations.
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to his transfer to London in January 1944 to prepare to 
command American SCIs in France.

Holcomb now had to create a working organiza-
tion out of whole cloth in time for the Normandy in-
vasion on 6 June 1944. His first step would be to think 
the problem through and then organize for success; he 
described his work between January and July 1944 as 
the “development of theory of SCI, launching it with 
SHAEF [Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary 
Force] and [the] Armies [subordinate to it], develop-
ment of procedure, [and] training of [more than 100] 
personnel.”33 This would be a first for OSS. Now, a 
part of X-2, which had been in existence less than a 
year, was preparing to conduct a particularly sophisti-
cated form of warfare.

Holcomb was impressed by the quality of the 
raw material painstakingly collected by the Brit-
ish during the preceding two years from a variety of 
sources.34 It would be up to the Americans to organize 
and put it to good use. Especially important were the 
names and addresses of suspected collaborators and 
enemy agents in strategic French towns and cities. 
They became Holcomb’s primary targets. According 
to Ultra decrypts, they had instructions to remain in 
place after the German forces retreated and to report 
on Allied forces. These stay-behinds posed a serious 
threat. If they remained free, they could report ac-
curate information (dangerous enough in itself) and 
thereby pose a threat to the deception operations that 
the SCIs would conduct.35 

Holcomb landed in Normandy on 7 June, the day 
after D-Day.36 He remembered hoping, as he was on his 
way out of London, that there were no German agents 
on hand to notice that the city seemed to have been 
deserted overnight, its streets now eerily quiet and 

33 Holcomb Application for Federal Employment. See also Timothy J. 
Naftali, “X-2: An Appreciation” (paper presented at the OSS/Donovan 
Symposium, Washington, DC, 19–20 September 1986), 20.
34 Holcomb interview with Gallup. Holcomb declared that “[t]he British 
were really the architects of this” and that thanks to two years of hard 
work, “our files were very good.” 
35 Holcomb interview with Gallup. Holcomb discussed the operation’s 
vulnerabilities, in particular how “one single leak” could have a cata-
strophic effect.
36 Holcomb interview with Gallup.

tense. He need not have worried. The British Double-
Cross System had done its job well, having neutralized 
every agent that the Germans had dispatched to the 
island kingdom. A few hours later, he descended from 
a landing craft onto one of the American-held beaches 
with “a half-dozen or so of my people” while German 
bombs still fell—strong incentive to move inshore and 
continue the mission from the 12th Army Group’s mo-
bile headquarters.37 By August, his preparations for 
the liberation of Paris were complete. He would par-
ticipate as one of the forward team leaders. Two units 
in the field and one being formed in London became 
the Paris Task Force, which took on the mission of 
securing and exploiting German intelligence targets 
in the French capital before establishing an X-2 hub.

There was more than a little drama as Holcomb 
and his subordinates drove into Paris with the first 
waves of Allied troops, maneuvering toward their 
objectives around firefights, jubilant crowds, and re-
treating Germans.38 He stood out in his Marine Corps 
uniform—so unlike the U.S. Army uniform—and be-
cause of his limp. He later recalled that “hordes of 
Parisians just came down on all sides and I got a lot 
of sympathy. I had to get out and kiss a number of 
them . . . one kept patting my leg,” assuming it was a 
war wound and asking if it still hurt. Holcomb also 
recalled another vivid memory of Germans trying to 
escape in carts and cars “loaded with typical soldier 
loot: chickens, washbasins, mirrors, anything that you 
could imagine.”39 But then French women poured out 
of the surrounding buildings, and started to beat the 
Germans with shovels and anything else they could 
lay their hands on. Holcomb thought to himself that 
the melee would not end well for the enemy.40

Riveting as such scenes were, Holcomb knew 
that he had to pull away and move quickly to prevent 
the Germans from destroying files that could be of in-
terest. One objective was the Petit Palais, a venerable 

37 Holcomb interview with Gallup. Holcomb could not remember on 
which beach he landed but thought it might have been Omaha.
38 The date was probably 25 August 1944. Holcomb states that he arrived 
in Paris the day before Charles De Gaulle made his presence known, 
which was 26 August. Holcomb interview with Gallup.
39 Holcomb interview with Gallup.
40 Holcomb interview with Gallup.
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downtown museum, built for the Universal Exposi-
tion of 1900, which X-2 wanted to use as an interroga-
tion center.41 Family lore has it that Holcomb’s team 
exchanged shots with the departing Germans at the 
museum.42 The OSS War Report recorded that X-2/
Paris captured “a large number of enemy agents and 
espionage officials” and that, by the end of September, 
it had “in hand six enemy W/T [wireless/telegraphy] 
agents, either operating or preparing to operate under 

41 Larry Collins and Dominique Lapierre, Is Paris Burning? (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1965), 276. Collins and Lapierre interviewed Hol-
comb.
42 Sarah Holcomb, email to author, 3 May 2020.

its control.”43 These were agents with their own radio 
sets, able to tap out reports by Morse code to their 
handlers in Germany. Capturing them was both a goal 
in itself and a prerequisite to further exploitation.

After the liberation of Paris, Holcomb took on 
the additional duty of SCI officer for SHAEF, a sig-
nificant step up for him.44 He was now responsible for 
all SCI units operating in the rear of the Allied armies 
in Western Europe as they advanced toward Germany 

43 War Report, Office of Strategic Services, vol. 2, Operations in the Field 
(Washington, DC: History Project, Strategic Services Unit, War Depart-
ment, 1949), 251. 
44 Holcomb, Application for Federal Employment; and William J. Dono-
van, “Recommendation for Legion of Merit for Holcomb,” 26 September 
1945, Holcomb Personnel File.

U.S. Army NARA file #111-SC-193008, War & Conflict Book #1057, National Archives and Records Administration
The liberation of Paris in August 1944 was one of the highpoints of Holcomb’s wartime career. This photograph, taken on 26 August 1944, captures 
the kind of chaos and excitement he experienced.
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in the second half of 1944. He proceeded to establish 
approximately 8–10 SCI units in many parts of France 
and ran them out of the new Paris headquarters. 

After finding and neutralizing enemy agents, 
the most important operations were deception opera-
tions—turning the same agents against their erstwhile 
masters. The purpose was to focus German attention 
away from the actual threats onto imaginary threats, 
in the manner of Operation Fortitude before D-Day. 
As with the original Double-Cross System in England, 
this was difficult, painstaking work, especially given 
the need to coordinate input from multiple sources 
to prevent inconsistencies and reinforce the intended 
message. But unlike his English counterparts, Hol-
comb did not have the advantage of operating on an 
island denied to the enemy. Given the fast pace of 
operations and the general chaos that attends ground 
combat, the pressure was enormous. 

Betty Ann Lussier, a member of the X-2 staff, de-
scribed what it was like to conduct such operations in 
the south of France in the summer and fall of 1944.45 
She was a trained pilot who had found her way to 
OSS, which initially assigned her to X-2 as a clerical 
employee (the fate of many, if not most, women who 
joined OSS). Once in the field, her potential was ob-
vious, and she became a de facto counterintelligence 
officer. In words that no one is likely to use today, her 
OSS personnel file records that she was “treated not as 
a secretary but as an officer whose ability had gained 
respect.”46 Her small team, a handful of indoctrinated 
OSS personnel, started by analyzing a variety of sourc-
es: a list of suspects generated by SHAEF, a blacklist 
of French citizens known to have collaborated with 
the Nazis, a captured German intelligence manual, 
OSS regional studies, and leads from Ultra decrypts. 
Then they considered collateral information of vari-
ous sorts—interrogation reports, damage reports, resi-
dency patterns, evidence of radio transmissions—and 

45 Betty Lussier, Intrepid Woman: Betty Lussier’s Secret War, 1942–1945 (An-
napolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2010), esp. 167–201. Though brief, her 
OSS personnel file tracks with her memoirs. Betty Ann Lussier person-
nel file, box 467, Entry #224, RG 226, NARA II, College Park, MD.
46 Recommendation for Theater Commander Certificate of Merit, 18 
June 1945, Betty Ann Lussier personnel file, box 467, Entry #224, RG 
226, NARA II.

made educated guesses about who might be a German 
spy. The next step was to knock on doors and ask ques-
tions. Once, at a remote farm that seemed too pros-
perous, the team played a hunch and, after knocking 
on the door, started with a provocative, “Where is the 
radio?” The stunned agent pointed to the barn, and 
allowed himself to be doubled back against the Ger-
mans, transmitting misinformation. Lussier’s team de-
veloped and ran these operations in accordance with 
Holcomb’s general guidance and direction, given by 
message and in person during two visits in late 1944.47

Historian Timothy Naftali concluded that the 
SCI program in France succeeded far beyond expec-
tations.48 Charged with counterespionage and decep-
tion, this subset of X-2 had neutralized and turned 
every German stay-behind agent in the path of Al-
lied armies after D-Day. The official OSS War Report 
concluded that the advantage to American security 
by controlling enemy espionage was inestimable.49 In 
other words, Holcomb stood up and ran operations 
to deny accurate information to the Germans while 
feeding them inaccurate information that would mis-
lead them about Allied strengths and intentions. A 
gauge of success was the view from the German side: 
between December 1944 and April 1945, Germany 
awarded Iron Crosses for exceptional performance to 
three of its agents who were actually operating under 
American control. After the war, Nazi intelligence of-
ficers who had received transmissions from the con-
trolled agents revealed that, in at least two flagship 
cases, they had never considered the possibility that 
their agents might have been turned. On the contrary, 
those agents were in virtual competition for the desig-
nation of best stay-behind agent.50 Captured German 

47 Lussier, Intrepid Woman, 187, 193.
48 Naftali, “X-2 and the Apprenticeship of American Counterespionage, 
1942–1944,” 601–2. See also Naftali, “X-2: An Appreciation,” 19–20, 24, 
which reinforces that conclusion.
49 War Report, vol. 2, 249–57. This is the closest thing to a lessons-learned 
analysis on Holcomb’s work that has survived. Holcomb himself did not 
dwell on any specific lessons, although he did cite some of his accom-
plishments in his 1989 oral interview with Gallup.
50 War Report, vol. 2, 257; and Oakes, Weismiller, and Waith, A History of 
OSS/X-2 Operation of Controlled Enemy Agents in France and Germany, 331.
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records later confirmed that X-2 had neutralized every 
single Abwehr stay-behind agent in France.51

Conclusion
In 1944 and 1945, Holcomb’s personal makeup and cir-
cumstances combined to great effect. Driven to suc-
ceed by family tradition and personal injury, he seized 
the opportunity that he seemed to have been made 
for. For the most part, he had to learn on the job. Both 
planner and operator, a rare combination in an officer 
with so little experience, he learned how to do things 
that no American intelligence organization had done 
before. His OSS personnel file contains praise for 
his “great capacity for organization, discipline, and 
coordination in an enterprise which was novel in 
American military intelligence experience.”52 Writ-
ing his own playbook, he developed a concept of op-
erations, trained and organized his subordinates, and 
led them on the battlefield. Paris was the high point. 
Commanding the SCI units that liberated the French 
capital in August 1944, he established and supervised 
a system that neutralized the entire network of Ger-
man stay-behind agents, thereby helping to guarantee 
the security of Allied operations. After neutralizing 
the agents, Holcomb’s SCI units used them to channel 
false information to the enemy. His accomplishments 
garnered the young Marine officer, just 27 years old on 
15 August 1945, three awards usually reserved for far 
more senior officers, including the Legion of Honor 
from the French Government and the American Le-
gion of Merit.53
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51 Naftali, “X-2: An Appreciation,” 24–25.
52 Donovan, “Recommendation for Legion of Merit for Holcomb.”
53 Donovan, “Recommendation for Legion of Merit for Holcomb”; and 
Provisional Government of the French Republic, Legion of Honor 
Award Citation, 6 June 1946, Franklin P. Holcomb personnel file, box 
341, Entry #224, RG 226, NARA II. 
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