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INTRODUCTION: THE DUAL
MISSION OF THE UNITED STATES
SECRET SERVICE

The United States Secret Service is an
agency  that  conjures  images  of  stoic
agents  in  dark  suits  and  sunglasses,
standing watch over the President of the
United States. However, its origin story
is far less glamorous, rooted in a battle
against  counterfeit  currency  that
threatened the young nation's economy.
Understanding  the  History  Of  The
United States Secret Service reveals
an  organization  that  has  evolved
dramatically over more than 150 years,
shifting  from  a  financial  crime  fighting
unit to a premier protective service while
retaining its original mission. This article
explores  the  agency's  founding,  its
pivotal transformations, and its enduring
legacy  as  a  guardian  of  American
security  and  financial  integrity.

THE BIRTH OF THE SECRET
SERVICE: COMBATING
COUNTERFEITING (1865)

In  the  mid-19th  century,  the  United
States faced a severe economic crisis.
Following  the  Civil  War,  an  estimated
one-third  of  all  currency  in  circulation
was counterfeit. The fledgling nation had
no federal  law enforcement  agency to
address  this  problem.  The  Treasury
Department was overwhelmed, and local

police  were  ill-equipped  to  handle
interstate  counterfeit  networks.  To
combat this, the United States Secret
Service was created on July 5, 1865, as
a  b u r e a u  w i t h i n  t h e  T r e a s u r y
Department.  Its  initial  mandate  was
simple:  suppress  the  widespread
counterfeiting of United States currency.
The  first  chief,  William  P.  Wood,  was  a
former  Union  spy  who understood  the
value of  stealth and investigation.  The
early  agents  worked  undercover,
infiltrating  counterfeiting  rings  and
making arrests across the country. This
investigative groundwork established the
Secret Service's reputation for tenacity
and secrecy. For nearly three decades,
the  agency  focused  exclusively  on
financial crimes, including counterfeiting,
forgery, and fraud involving government
bonds and stamps. This period laid the
foundation for its forensic expertise and
law enforcement capabilities.

The Shift to
Presidential
Protection
The  la te  19th  century  saw  two
presidential  assassinations  that  would
forever  alter  the  Secret  Service's
mission. President Abraham Lincoln was
assassinated in 1865, just months before
the Secret Service was created, but the
agency  had  no  role  in  presidential
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protection at that time. President James
A.  Garfield  was  shot  in  1881  and  died
months  later,  yet  st i l l  no  formal
protective service existed for presidents.
It  was  not  until  the  assassination  of
President William McKinley in 1901 that
Congress took decisive action.
Fol lowing  McKinley's  murder  by
anarchist Leon Czolgosz, the public and
lawmakers  demanded  immediate
protection for  the chief  executive.  The
Secret  Service,  as  the  only  federal
investigative  agency,  was  informally
tasked with guarding President Theodore
Roosevelt. However, it took several more
years  for  protection  to  become  an
official,  permanent  duty.  In  1902,  the
Secret  Service  assumed  full-time
responsibility  for  presidential  security,
marking a transformative moment in its
history.  From  that  point  forward,
protection  became  a  core  function
alongside  financial  crime  investigation.

EXPANSION OF PROTECTIVE
RESPONSIBILITIES

Throughout  the  20th  century,  the
protective umbrella of the Secret Service
expanded  significantly.  After  the
assassination  of  President  John  F.
Kennedy  in  1963,  the  agency  came
under  intense  scrutiny.  The  Warren
C o m m i s s i o n  m a d e  s e v e r a l
recommendations,  leading  to  a  major
overhaul  of  protective  protocols.
Congress  passed  legislation  in  1965
authorizing the Secret Service to protect
former presidents and their spouses, as
well as vice presidents. Later, protection
was extended to major presidential and
vice  presidential  candidates,  visiting
foreign  dignitaries,  and  their  spouses.
By the 1970s and 1980s, the agency’s
protective responsibilities  also included
the children of presidents until age 16,

and  widows  of  former  presidents  until
t h e y  r e m a r r i e d  o r  d i e d .  T h e
assassination  attempt  on  President
Ronald  Reagan  in  1981  fur ther
underscored  the  dangers  faced  by
protectees.  In  response,  the  Secret
Service refined its intelligence gathering,
advance  security  operations,  and
emergency  med i ca l  r e sponse
capabilities. Today, the agency protects
more  than  30  individuals  and  their
families,  operating  with  a  level  of
sophistication  that  includes  counter-
s n i p e r  t e a m s ,  e l e c t r o n i c
countermeasures,  and  cyber  threat
detection.

The Secret
Service Enters
the Modern Era:
Department of
Homeland
Security
A seismic shift  in the History Of The
United  States  Secret  Service
occurred  after  the  terrorist  attacks  of
September 11, 2001. In 2003, the Secret
Service  was  transferred  from  the
Treasury  Department  to  the  newly
created  Department  of  Homeland
Security  (DHS).  This  move  reflected  the
agency's  growing  role  in  national
security  beyond  financial  crimes  and
presidential  protection.  The  transition
allowed the Secret Service to integrate
more fully  with  other  federal  agencies
focused  on  counterterrorism,  border
security,  and  critical  infrastructure
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protection.
Despite  the  move  to  DHS,  the  Secret
Service  retained  its  dual  mission.  It
continued to investigate financial crimes,
including  counterfeiting,  identity  theft,
computer  fraud,  and electronic  crimes.
In fact, the agency’s forensic expertise
became  increasingly  valuable  in  the
dig i ta l  age.  The  Secret  Serv ice
established the Electronic  Crimes Task
Forces  (ECTFs)  to  combat  cybercrime
affecting  financial  systems  and  national
security.  These  task  forces  bring
together federal, state, local, and private
sector  partners  to  investigate  complex
cyber  intrusions  and  financial  fraud
schemes.

THE SECRET SERVICE'S
INVESTIGATIVE ROLE: FINANCIAL
CRIMES AND CYBER SECURITY

While the public most often associates
the  Secret  Service  with  protection,  its
investigative  branch  remains  highly
ac t i ve .  The  agency ' s  o r i g i na l
mission—combating  counterfeiting—is
still  a  priority,  but  has  evolved  to
address modern threats. Today, agents
work  on  cases  involving  bank  fraud,
money laundering, credit card fraud, and
cyber  attacks  on  financial  institutions.
The Secret Service also has a crucial role
in  safeguarding  the  nation's  payment
systems  and  critical  financial
infrastructure.
One of the agency's most powerful tools
is its network of 41 field offices and over
200  resident  offices  across  the  United
States and abroad. These offices conduct
investigations  that  often intersect  with
other federal agencies. For instance, the
Secret Service's Cyber Fraud Task Forces
investigate  ransomware  attacks,
business  email  compromise,  and other
emerging cyber threats that target both

government  entit ies  and  private
corporations. The agency’s expertise in
digital  forensics  and  financial  analysis
makes it a key player in the fight against
transnational  organized  crime  and
cybercriminals.

Notable
Investigations
and Milestones

Operation Counterfeit: In the
1990s, the Secret Service led a
major crackdown on counterfeit
U.S. currency printed by foreign
criminal organizations, seizing
millions in fake notes.
Enron Investigation: Secret
Service agents assisted in financial
fraud investigations following the
collapse of energy giant Enron,
helping to unravel complex
accounting schemes.
Major Cyber Sting: In 2015, the
Secret Service’s Electronic Crimes
Task Force played a key role in
dismantling a global cybercrime
ring that had stolen over $100
million from banks.
Protective Foilings: Numerous
assassination plots against
presidents and candidates have
been thwarted by Secret Service
intelligence and advance work,
though many remain classified.

CHALLENGES AND
CONTROVERSIES IN MODERN
HISTORY

No  account  of  the  History  Of  The
United  States  Secret  Service  is
complete without acknowledging periods
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of  difficulty.  The  agency  has  faced
criticism over security lapses, such as a
fence jumper who made it into the White
House  in  2014,  or  the  firing  of  agents
involved in misconduct scandals. These
incidents  prompted  investigations  and
reforms,  including  enhanced  training,
stricter discipline, and improved physical
security  measures  around  the  White
House complex.
Budget  constraints  and  staffing
shortages  have  also  challenged  the
Secret Service. The increasing demand
for  protection—especially  during
presidential campaigns and large public
events—stretches  the  agency’s
workforce. Agents often work long hours
away  from  home,  leading  to  morale
issues and retention problems. Despite
these  hurdles,  the  Secret  Service
continues to adapt, relying on advanced
technology,  intelligence  sharing,  and
interagency  cooperation  to  meet
evolving  threats.

The Future of the
Secret Service
Looking ahead, the Secret Service faces
an  ever-changing  threat  landscape.
Cyberattacks  on  financial  systems  are
becoming  more  sophisticated,  and  the
agency  must  stay  ahead  of  digital
criminals.  Protective  details  must
contend  with  drone  threats,  vehicle
ramming  attacks,  and  lone-wolf

terrorists  motivated  by  extremist
ideologies.  The  Secret  Service  is
investing  in  artificial  intelligence,  data
a n a l y t i c s ,  a n d  n o n - l e t h a l
countermeasures to  better  predict  and
respond to dangers.
Moreover,  the agency is  committed to
diversity  and  inclusion,  working  to
recruit agents from varied backgrounds
who can relate to a changing America.
Training academies now emphasize de-
escalation,  cultural  awareness,  and
mental health support. As it approaches
its 160th anniversary, the Secret Service
remains  a  symbol  of  dedication  and
vigilance,  balancing  its  original  fiscal
mission with an indispensable protective
role.

CONCLUSION: A LEGACY OF
SERVICE AND SACRIFICE

The  History  Of  The  United  States
Secret Service is a story of evolution,
from a small band of detectives chasing
counterfeiters  to  a  world-class security
agency entrusted with the lives of  the
nation’s leaders and the integrity of its
financial  system.  Its  agents  and  officers
work  tirelessly,  often  in  anonymity,  to
prevent tragedies and solve crimes that
could destabilize the economy. While the
agency has faced its share of setbacks,
its  resilience  and  adaptability  have
ensured  its  continued  relevance.  As
threats  multiply  in  complexity,  the
Secret  Service  remains  a  steadfast
guardian,  embodying  the  principles  of
duty, honor, and country.


