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 Nothing quite matches the thrill of a first-time 
visit to your ancestral village in a foreign land.  
Thoughtful advanced preparation and planning can 
increase the enjoyment of the experience and 
improve the chance of finding genealogical records 
pertaining to your family.  Here are some tips on 
gathering information prior to departure and getting 
the most out of your stay at your destination.  May 
all your surprises be pleasant ones! 
 
Long-Term Preparations 
 Helpful contacts with people in your ancestral 
villages can be cultivated by correspondence during 
the months (or years), before you leave home.  
When writing, enclose three or four International 
Reply Coupons, available at larger US Post Offices, 
which correspondents can exchange for stamps to 
use in answering your inquiries.  A simple letter to 
the local church office (Pfarramt) should get an 
answer as to where the sought-for church books are 
lodged.  
  If you request confirmation of your ancestor's 
birth, marriage, or death, your letter will likely be 
given to a local historian or genealogist, or maybe 
even a distant cousin.  Through these local contacts, 
you can learn much about the area and the location 
and availability of records.  And your arrival will 
not seem to be entirely "out of the blue". 
 Before leaving home, establish names, dates, 
and places for your ancestors.  "Find" your 
ancestral village in an alphabetical gazetteer 
(References No. 1 & No. 2).  Locate the village and 
become familiar with the area as shown on detailed 
maps (Reference No. 3).  Learn the neighboring 
parishes and "mother" churches, which may be 
repositories for the records of smaller churches. 
 The Family History Library (FHL) Locality 
Index will show if genealogical records from your 
ancestral area have been filmed.  If they have, 
search the available records of villages thoroughly, 
as this is much more easily done in your local 
Family History Center (FHC) than it is in a foreign 
parish office or archive. (See Forschungshilfe No. 
6, August 1991) 
  

Planning Your Trip 
 In advance of your visit, write to the local 
Touristbüro, or the Town Hall (Rathaus) in a larger, 
nearby town (over 4,000 people or so), for maps, 
and lists of available accommodations and sights of 
interest.  Tourism is encouraged.  Most places will 
gladly send material to potential visitors. 
 
 Schedule your trip with gaps of spare time, 
remembering that because of congestion, strange 
surroundings, and a language barrier, all activities 
will take much longer than they would in familiar 
surroundings.  
   Other tourists can be partially avoided and 
advantage taken of reduced rates by traveling 
before late May or after September.  Plan your trip 
to enjoy the out-of-the-ordinary.  Economize by 
spending the night near your village of interest. 
Seek out lodging in the smaller towns, rather than 
following your travel agent's list of city hotels. 
 Write or call ahead to your intended overnight 
spot.  Your host may be able to recommend a place 
to stay on your next stop and, if he is not too busy, 
may be willing to make future arrangements for 
you. 
 
Travel Tips 
 Time can usually be saved when traveling by 
auto by following the road signs to the  "Zentrum" 
or "Stadtmitte" of the larger town in the area. There, 
if you have not obtained them by mail, you can pick 
up maps and lists of accommodations at the Rathaus 
or Touristbüro. 
 If you do not speak German, seek out younger 
people who may have some skill in English.  Most 
larger hotels, whether you stay there or not, can 
recommend an interpreter, English-speaking taxi 
driver, or guide.  Banks and City Halls (Rathäuser) 
usually have employees eager to practice their 
English. 
 After you have your "bearings" established, 
you'll be anxious to visit the villages.  Dress 
casually, but conservatively, and be ready to dress 
up (necktie for men, skirt for women) to work in 
archives, or for evening dinner in the larger cities.   
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Thoughtfully chosen, small mementos about nature, 
crafts, geography, history, or customs, from your 
home area in America, are appropriate for those 
who have given their time to help you. 
 
Money 
 Most banks close in mid afternoon on 
weekdays, at noon on Friday, and all day for a 
variety of civil or church holidays.  Inns and 
restaurants in smaller towns may not accept credit 
cards or dollar-denominated travelers checks.  ATM 
machines proliferate throughout your travel area 
and will dispense Euros upon demand. Your issuing 
bank charges a fee for each transaction. You should 
anticipate future cash needs.  Make sure your ATM 
card is valid before departing the USA. 
 
Villages and Village Churches 
 Take along copies of the oldest and newest 
available detailed maps of the area with scale not 
greater than 1:100,000 (Reference No. 3).  The 
village street layouts, and even the location of 
houses and outbuildings will be discernable on 
maps of this scale.  Present-day maps should be 
used to navigate between villages, as the older maps 
may be obsolete, and show roads that are no longer 
open to vehicle traffic. 
 The local bookstore or historical society may 
have maps or publications that show names of 
cottage occupants in previous times.  Some larger 
villages have museums and the curator is sure to 
know village history and genealogy.  Don't count on 
seeing old grave markers of the general populace, 
such as one finds in America.  Only markers 
commemorating early prominent citizens are likely 
to have been preserved. 
 Attending a church service will make your 
presence known, and you may meet a distant 
relative or other parishioner glad to help with your 
search for information.  Most pastors and church 
sextons are pleased to have visitors view and 
photograph the church.  A cash contribution to the 
church will be appreciated, especially if you have 
spent some time there or used the records. 
 If the church record books are still retained by 
the parish, you may be able to examine them.  Don't 
expect the pastor to do your genealogical research.   

 
Most pastors have an interest in genealogy and may 
want to help.  Younger pastors however, may not be 
able to read the handwritten script. Time may be 
limited and you will probably want to engage a 
local researcher to do additional work.  Ask for 
recommendations of local genealogical helpers. 
Plan to return another time for extended research. 
 
Archives 
 The local Registry Offices (Standesamt) or city 
archive (Stadtarchiv) may have civil records of 
birth, marriage, or death occurring in the late 1800s. 
 Church records that have not been microfilmed 
are likely to be found in a parish office rather than 
in archives.   
 Addresses of local and regional archives are 
listed in Reference No. 4. Lists of the holdings for 
many archives are available on FHL microfilm, 
which should be viewed before leaving home.  
Write to the archives in advance, to inform them of 
your intended date of visit, obtain a schedule of 
business hours and rules, and to confirm the records 
you seek are available.  Most archives will have an 
English-speaking employee. 
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