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Due in part to its feudal history, many German records of genealogical 
interest are only available at the local (town, village, parish) level. 

 

 
Overview 

 Conduct an exhaustive search of U.S. records to identify your ancestor’s home 
town and -- if possible -- religion, before beginning research in Germany. 

 Review German history to understand the shifting boundaries. 

 Verify you are researching the correct person in the correct place -- name 
changes, spelling variants, and multiple towns with the same name are common.  

 Use finding aids to identify where civil and church records might be located. 

 Make use of online resources for correspondence, and reading/interpreting 
printing and handwriting. 

 

Two Major Waves of German Immigrants 

 Before 1820: “The Palatines”: 
o Approximately 85,000 immigrants.  Many migrated from southern 

Germany, often via Rotterdam, with Philadelphia a common port of entry. 
o First settlements were in Pennsylvania & New York.  
o Often traveled in groups; trace Friends, Associates and Neighbors! 
o Many authors have documented these immigrants. 

 After 1820 until World War One 
o Approximately 5,000,000 immigrants from all parts of Germany.  Bremen 

and Hamburg were popular departure points, with New York a common 
port of entry. 

o Many settled in the larger cities, and also in Ohio, Indiana, Missouri and 
Wisconsin. 

o Others settled in Texas via New Orleans and Galveston. 
o Germans to America covers passenger lists from 1840 to 1897, but has 

many weaknesses. 
 

Where to Look for the Town of Origin 

 Church records (birth, confirmation, marriage, death). 

 Family papers: bibles, letters, diaries, photographs. 

 Obituaries, death notices and certificates, probate records. 

 Newspapers and trade associations. 



 U.S. census and military records. 

 City and county histories. 

 Naturalization records, immigration records, passport applications. 

 Records of other family members, Friends, Acquaintances, Neighbors  
-- German emigrants often left in groups from the same area of Germany and 
settled in the same town in America. 

 

German Research Tools 

 Gazetteers -- there are many German localities with the same name!   
Also be alert for spelling variations. 

 Maps -- use to find neighboring towns & villages (parish & civil record 
repositories).  

 Dictionaries and Word Lists -- necessary to translate records from German, 
French & Latin, and to decipher printed and written fonts. 

 Social Media – message boards, Facebook groups, German heritage and 
genealogical societies. 

 

The Town of Origin 

 Misspellings can be frustratingly common – look on a map for towns with similarly 
spelled names in the region of interest. 

 Try adding or deleting prefixes to find the name: 
o Klein- or Gross-; Ober-, Unter-, Nieder- or Mittel-; 
o Vor- or Hinter-; Alt- or Neu-; Bad- 

 Use reverse sorts to find villages with the same or similar suffix: 
o -Bad, -Berg, -Burg, -Bach, -Dorf, -Grund, -Hausen, -Hein, -Hof, 
o -Ingen, -Kows, -Mühl, -Stadt, –Tal, -Wald, –Weg, -Weiler 

 Cultural areas may be mistaken for record-keeping entities: 
o Eifel (mountains), am Harz (mountains), am Mein (river),  

Franken (northern Bavaria), Odenwald (forest), Strasse (district), 
Weinstrasse (wine producing district), Wetterau (river valley) 

 Names of towns were different in different languages 
o Danzig/ Gdańsk, Hermannstadt/Sibiu, Hayden/ Cortina d'Ampezzo 

 
Naming Practices -- Surnames 

 Patronymic & Matronymic Surnames -- common in Schleswig-Holstein and 
Ostfriesland; ended about 1820.  Examples: Hans Petersohn (son of Peter) was 
the father of Johann Hansen. 

 Occupational Surnames.  Examples: Geiger (violinist), Fischer (fisherman), 
Schneider (tailor), Baumhauer (lumberjack), Schumacher (shoemaker). 

 Geographical Surnames.  Examples: Cullen (from Köln/Cologne), Meisner (from 
Meissen), von Bremen (from Bremen) – not necessarily nobility! 

 German Farm Surnames – common in northwestern Germany; ended about 
1820.  When a man moved onto a farm, he would change his name to that of the 
farm; sometimes it was the farm his wife inherited from her father!  Look for terms 
such as gennant (called), oder (or), the Latin word vulgo, or simply alias. 



Naming Practices: Given Names 

 Search for individuals by their first name, and also by their middle name(s). 

 Other than on official records, individuals may have used their middle (“call”) 
name, rather than their first (“spiritual”) name. 

 The first name of each daughter might be a spiritual name (often Anna, Mary, 
Maria) or her mother’s first name. 

 The first name of the son might be a spiritual name (often Johann, Jose, Josef) 
or his father’s first name. 

 The middle name of each child could be the name of the baptismal sponsor and 
the child was often called by that name. 

 

German Spelling Variants 

 Interchangeable consonants:  b and p;  d, t and th;  g, k and c;  w and v;  v and f. 

 Consider all vowels to be interchangeable. 

 If possible, perform a SOUNDEX search. 
 

Church Records 

 Evangelical (Lutheran) churches began recording baptism, marriage and burial 
records in 1540; Catholic churches, in 1614; Reformed churches, by 1650. 

 The earliest church records can be found in western Germany. Typically, the 
farther east you go, the later the church records begin.  

 A parish may have kept separate books for the town and neighboring rural areas.  

 Records were written in German, French, and Latin. 

 Some pastors provided duplicates of their vital records to local authorities, which 
may differ slightly from the original records.  The Family History Library has 
microfilms of those duplicate records from state archives. 

 Most church registers are still maintained by the parish, with older or duplicate 
records sent to central archives. 

 

Finding Archives Using the GenWiki German Genealogy Web Site: 

 Catholic Archives 
http://wiki-de.genealogy.net/Kategorie:Bistumsarchiv_in_Deutschland 

 Evangelical Archives (Lutheran, Evangelical-Reformed, etc.) 
http://wiki-de.genealogy.net/Kategorie:Landeskirchenarchiv_in_Deutschland 

 State Civil Archives are located in each of the 16 current German states, with 
their content based on the makeup of the 1876 German empire and its states.  
http://wiki-de.genealogy.net/Kategorie:Archiv_in_Deutschland 

 The German Federal Archive has very few records helpful to family historians. 
 
  

http://wiki-de.genealogy.net/Kategorie:Bistumsarchiv_in_Deutschland
http://wiki-de.genealogy.net/Kategorie:Landeskirchenarchiv_in_Deutschland
http://wiki-de.genealogy.net/Kategorie:Archiv_in_Deutschland


The Civil Registration Reform Act (Personenstandsrechtsreformgesetz) 

 As of 1 Jan 2009, are now accessible to any researcher: 
o Birth records older than 110 years, 
o Marriage records older than 80 years, and 
o Death records older than 30 years 

It remains a good practice to mention your relationship to the individual when 
requesting a record. 

 The law also requires those records be moved from the local registry offices 
(Standesamt) to appropriate state archives (Staatsarchiv or Kreisarchiv), 
although progress is slow.  Start your search at the local office. 

 

Civil Records 

 Prior to 1876, most civil records were copied from church records. 

 Request photocopies whenever possible.  Civil registrars will often use 
international extract forms, that do not include all the information on the original 
record (marginal notes, parents’ names and residences) may be omitted.   

 Search Birth Register (Geburtsregister), Marriage Register (Heiratsregister) and 
Death Register (Sterberegister or Totenregister). 

 Marriage was highly regulated, especially in the 18th and 19th centuries.  The 
result was much documentation – difficult for the couple, but of much value to 
genealogists!  Illegitimate births were common.  Continue searching for a 
marriage record for several years after the birth of the first child. 

o Marriage Proclamation (Aufgebote or Eheverkűndigungen) -- made a few 
weeks prior to the marriage (banns). 

o Marriage Supplements (Heiratsbeilagen) -- often filed by bride or groom; 
may document their births, parents’ deaths, and groom’s release from 
military service. 

o Contracts (Ehenkontrakte) -- similar to Marriage Supplements; may 
include property information.  Typically found in court records. 

o Marriage Permission Papers (Verehelichungsakten) -- some states 
required approval of city council or mayor.  May be catalogued under 
“court records,” “civil registration,” or “public records.” 

 Town Lineage Book (Ortssippenbuch) or Town Family Book (Ortsfamilienbuch)  
includes birth, marriage, and death data for all persons found in the local records 
during a specified time period, compiled into families. 

 
  



Letter Writing 

 Exhaustively search the German records in all U.S. archives and Web sites 
before writing to or visiting archives in Germany. 

 Contact local parish or civil archives before larger state archives or libraries. 

 Use online templates/examples to write your letters/emails in German -- less 
chance of your request being misunderstood. 

 Be courteous; use official titles if known. 

 Request should be specific and easy to answer. 

 Mention your relationship to the individual. 

 Use the correct Postal Code in the address of letters. 

 Include funds appropriate for the work requested.  Send cash (Euros) if possible; 
some places may have PayPal accounts. 

 Use one or more online translators (Google Translate, Microsoft Translator, 
Babblefish, Babylon, etc.) to interpret the response to your request. 

 
Surname Maps 

 Show the current or historic concentration of individuals with a particular 
surname, or set of surnames. 

 Are created from population lists, such as censuses, electoral rolls, taxation 
records or telephone directories. 

 Works particularly well for less-common surnames and among families that have 
stayed in the same locations for centuries. 

 
Things to Remember 

 Always apply the Genealogical Proof Standard to your research. 
o Conduct a reasonably exhaustive search. 
o Ensure each statement of fact has a complete and accurate source citation. 
o Confirm the evidence is reliable and has been skillfully correlated and 

interpreted. 
o Resolve any contradictory evidence. 
o All conclusions should be soundly reasoned and coherently written. 

 Consider who created the record, and for what purpose it was made.  
 
  



Resources 
(All links verified on 26 Sep 2017) 

 
Archion.   Archion, a subscription Web site, is a cooperative project among the 
Evangelical Church in Germany and the majority of regional Protestant churches in 
Germany.  < https://www.archion.de/en/the-portal/> 
 

Beidler, James M., 2014.  The Family Tree German Genealogy Guide.  Family Tree 
Books, Blue Ash, Ohio, 238pp. 
 

Beidler, James M., 2016.  Trace Your German Roots Online: A Complete Guide to 
German Genealogy Websites.  Family Tree Books, Blue Ash, Ohio, 206pp. 
 

Bentz, Edna M., 2006.  If I Can You Can Decipher Germanic Records. San Diego, CA, 
85pp. 
 

Brigham Young University.  Script Tutorial: Making Sense of Old Handwriting. 
https://script.byu.edu/Pages/German/en/intro.aspx   
 

Burgert, Annette K. Master Index to the Emigrants Documented in the Published Works 
of Annette Kunselman Burgert. 2nd edition. Myerstown, PA: AKB Publications, 2000. 
 

Burkett, Brigitte, 1996.  Emigrants from Baden and Württemberg in the Eighteenth 
Century.  Rockland, ME, 480pp. 
 

DailyFreeFonts.com.  Source of downloadable fonts (e.g., Sutterlin, Fraktur) for use with 

word processing programs.  <http://www.dailyfreefonts.com/>  
 

Dearden, Fay S., 1996.  Deciphering Gothic Records.  Family Tree Press, Payson, AZ, 
13pp. 
 

The Family History Guide.  Project 9. Countries/Ethnic Central Europe  Germany. 
<http://www.thefhguide.com/project-9-germany.html>  
 

FamilySearch Wiki:  German Genealogy,  German Word List, Germany Gathering 
Information to Locate Place of Origin,  German Research on the Internet–an Overview, 
Germany Letter Writing Guide, and Surname Distribution Maps.   
 

FamilySearch, 1980.  A Genealogical Handbook of German Research.  Although 
somewhat dated, still contains much useful information.   
 

Filby, P. William and Ira A. Glazier, editors. Germans to America: Lists of Passengers 
Arriving at U.S. Ports 1850-1897. [Now available as part of Ancestry.com] 
 

  

https://www.archion.de/en/the-portal/
https://script.byu.edu/Pages/German/en/intro.aspx
http://www.dailyfreefonts.com/
http://www.thefhguide.com/project-9-germany.html
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Germany_Genealogy
https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/German_Word_List
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Germany_Gathering_Information_to_Locate_Place_of_Origin
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Germany_Gathering_Information_to_Locate_Place_of_Origin
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/German_Research_on_the_Internet_-_an_Overview_-complete_handout
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Germany_Letter_Writing_Guide
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Surname_Distribution_Maps
http://www.townoffranklinhistoricalsociety.com/sitebuildercontent/sitebuilderfiles/ger_bmd_refdoc_handbookgermanresearch.pdf


FamilySearch Learning Center.  Reading German Handwritten Records. 
     Lesson 1: Kurrent Letters: 
<https://www.familysearch.org/ask/learningViewer/38>  
     Lesson 2: Making Words in Kurrent: 
<https://www.familysearch.org/ask/learningViewer/39>  
     Lesson 3: Reading Kurrent Documents: 
<https://www.familysearch.org/ask/learningViewer/40 >  
 

GenWiki (German).  GenWiki is a project of the Society for Computer Genealogy, 
intended to provide genealogists with information about German genealogy.  
<http://wiki-de.genealogy.net>    Use Google Translate for those pages for which 
English versions are not available.   
 

GenWiki (English).  This is not a complete translation of the German version of GenWiki 
but an autonomous project, close to the German version and with a lot of linked pages.   
<wiki-en.genealogy.net>   
 

Genealogy.net, accessed 2016.  The Historic Gazetteer.  Most towns in the German 
Empire (1871-1918) are listed with administrative levels of jurisdiction.  
<http://gov.genealogy.net/search/index>   
 

Genealogy.net, accessed 2016.  Online Ortsfamilienbücher.  Use Google Translate for 
those pages for which English versions are not available.  <http://www.online-ofb.de/>   
 

Geue, Chester W. and Ethel H., 1982.  A New Land Beckoned: German Immigration to 
Texas, 1844-1847.  Genealogical Publishing Co., Baltimore, MD.  Contains an indexed 
list of 4200 immigrants to Texas.  
<[http://search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=48470>   
 

Hacker, Werner. Eighteenth Century Register of Emigrants from Southwest Germany to 
America and Other Countries. Apollo, PA: Closson Press, 1994. [This English version 
summarizes information from Hacker’s 10 German-language editions; the German-
language volumes should also be consulted] 
 

Hansen, Kevan M., 2004-2015.  Map Guide to German Parish Registers.  52 Volumes; 
Maps and guides primarily to German Lutheran and Roman Catholic parishes.  Check 
your local (or the Dallas) library for the volume(s) containing your ancestors’ region(s). 
 

International Society of Genetic Genealogy.  Interactive Surname Maps. 
<https://isogg.org/wiki/Surname_mapping> 
 

Jones, Henry Z Jr., 1995. The Palatine Families of New York: A Study of the German 
Immigrants Who Arrived in Colonial New York in 1710. 2 vols. Universal City, CA. 
[Jones has published subsequent books that extend original study] 
 

Krebs, Friedrich, 1953.  Emigrants from the Palatinate to the American Colonies in the 
18th Century.  Pennsylvania German Society, Norristown, PA, 32pp. 
 

https://www.familysearch.org/ask/learningViewer/38
https://www.familysearch.org/ask/learningViewer/39
https://www.familysearch.org/ask/learningViewer/40
http://wiki-de.genealogy.net/
http://wiki-en.genealogy.net/Main_Page
http://gov.genealogy.net/search/index
http://www.online-ofb.de/
http://search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=48470
https://isogg.org/wiki/Surname_mapping


Meyers Gazetteer is available in digital form in the following places: 
a) MetersGaz.org: Recommended!  An online, searchable version of the Meyers 

Gazetteer of the German Empire with integrated historical maps. This beta 
version provides an English translation of the entry after the user enters the 
name of the location.  <www.meyersgaz.org>   

b) The HathiTrust Digital Library: Volume 1: A-K and Volume 2: L-Z.  
This digital version provides larger, clearer images, and most city maps are in 
color.  <https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/011983884>   

c) Ancestry.com:  This version is also searchable.  For best results, use the 
Keyword rather than the Location search box. 
<http://search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=1074> (accessed 31 Oct 
2016) 

d) FamilySearch:  See the "Step-by-step guide: Using Meyers Gazetteer Online" for 
detailed user instructions. 
https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/Step-by-step_guide:_Using_Meyers_Gazetteer_Online 
 

Minert, Roger P. Place Name Indexes: Identifying Place Names Using Alphabetical and 
Reverse Alphabetical Indexes.  For 21 German-speaking regions.  
See: <http://grtpublications.com> 
 

Minert, Roger P., editor., 2000-2015.  German Immigrants in American Church Records. 
Picton Press, Rockport, ME. 18 volumes to date. 
 

Schenk, Trudy and Ruth Froelke., 1986.  Wuerttemberg Emigration Index, Vol. I-VIII, 
Ancestry, Inc., Salt Lake City, UT. [Available as part of the Ancestry.com subscription 
database] 
 

Strassburger, Ralph B. and William J. Hinke, 1992.  Pennsylvania German Pioneers. 
Genealogical Publishing Company, Baltimore, MD.  Three volumes. 
 

Stoepel, Christoph.  Geogen Deutschland.  Geogen stands for "geographical 
genealogy."  On this page you can create maps of the distribution of family names in 
Germany.  Particularly conspicuous concentrations may indicate the place of origin of 
the name or family.  < http://christoph.stoepel.net/ViewSoftware.aspx?id=0200> 
 

Thode, Ernest, 1992.  German English Genealogical Dictionary.  Genealogical 
Publishing Company, Baltimore, MD, 286pp. 
 

Uncapher, Wendy K., 2003.  How to Read & Understand Meyers Orts- und Verkehrs-
Lexikon des Deutschen Reichs.  Origins, Janesville, WI, 24pp. 
 

Uncapher, Wendy K., 2008.  Lands of the German Empire and Before, 2nd edition.  
Origins, Janesville, WI, 144pp.  This book explains the history of the German Empire 
states specifically for genealogists. 
 

Yoder, Don, 1981.  Rhineland Emigrants: Lists of German Settlers in Colonial America.  
Genealogical Publising Company, Baltimore, MD, 170pp. 

http://www.meyersgaz.org/
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.31158001995785
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.31158001995652
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/011983884
http://search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=1074
https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/Step-by-step_guide:_Using_Meyers_Gazetteer_Online
http://grtpublications.com/
http://christoph.stoepel.net/ViewSoftware.aspx?id=0200

