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 “Ya gotta know yer territory!”  So said the 
successful traveling salesman from the popular 
musical “The Music Man.”  And it is also true for 
genealogists.  The more you know about the 
location and surroundings of your ancestral village, 
the easier it will be to locate records, to search for 
earlier generations who may have lived in the 
neighboring villages, and to understand the environs 
of your ancestors. 
 
Strategy for Finding Geographic Locations 
 Written records of the name of a village, 
township or district, such as may appear in old 
letters, on the back of pictures, in American church 
records, passenger departure lists, and documents 
generated in Europe, are usually reliable.  However, 
care must be taken in interpreting them if hand 
written in script.  Place names in sources such as 
obituaries, census schedules, and narratives written 
by late descendents or non-German speaking 
officials, and those recorded from the spoken word, 
are likely to need “de-anglicizing” before they can 
be found in a German language gazetteer.  See 
Forschungshilfe No. 2. 
 
a. Use all available information such as names of 
nearby villages, the province, or district.  These 
often help in discriminating between towns with 
identical names. 
 Indexes identifying geographic districts are 
rare.  I rely on one of the dozen or so of books 
brought to Colorado by my grandfather:  Universal 
Konversations Lexicon, Joseph Kürschner, Praemie 
der “Germania,” Milwaukee und der “Deutsche 
Warte,” Chicago.  Similar volumes may reside in 
university libraries. 
 
b. Search for your village name(s) in a gazetteer 
or detailed atlas having an alphabetized place 
name list, which has at least 50,000 entries for the 
area of present day Germany.  If you do not find a 
village name that reasonably resembles our sought 
for version, consult a more detailed gazetteer.  More 

detailed regional and provincial gazetteers, some of 
which are listed below, are available at the Family 
History Library (FHL), Salt Lake City, UT.  
 
c. Use the local information in the gazetteer 
[Kreis / (county), map zone, geo-coordinates, or 
indicated name of larger nearby town] to find the 
area of interest in an atlas or on a map of 
intermediate detail.  (In many cases, steps “b” and 
“c” may be done using an atlas such as those 
mentioned in References No. 1 and No. 2.) 
 
d. In order to see finer detail of your ancestral 
village and to study the location of neighboring 
villages, consult the index guide for a sheet map 
series (scale no greater than 1:100,000) and select 
the map sheet that includes your village.  Make a 
copy of the surrounding area to use during your 
research. 
 
Research Tips 
Verify the spelling of your village name by 
comparing the version you have with the spelling 
patterns in an alphabetized list.  Test the spelling 
against names with similar sounding initial letters 
and various vowel configurations. 
 
 Don’t be concerned that your village “no 
longer exists” or was “destroyed during the war.”  
Difficulty in finding the village is far more likely to 
be due to improper spelling than to “lost villages.” 
 
 Confirm the location of provincial boundaries 
by studying older, more general maps that show the 
political divisions for the time era of our interest.  
See Forschungshilfe No. 16 for 1871 boundaries. 
 
Pitfalls 
 
 Searching for a village on a map is usually not 
very successful unless you already know the general 
location within a few miles or so.   
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 Be suspicious of clues to a place name that 
gives only an easily recognized name such as 
Berlin, Leipzig, etc.  Most early immigrants came 
from small unheard-of villages, but may have 
mentioned the name of the better-known place in 
conversation as a courtesy to the less informed 
relative, acquaintance or civil enumerator. 
 
 Beware of place names that are identical to, or 
closely resemble, the names of the provinces.  
Frequently, as in passenger lists and census records, 
only the name of the province-of-origin was 
recorded.  If you have no other clue except the 
village name, and there is more than one village 
with the same name, it may be necessary to search 
for your ancestral name in the records of more than 
one village. 
 
 Umlauts have been alphabetized several 
different ways and may be easily overlooked.  They 
may be arranged in any of the following ways: 
a. As if ä = ae,  ö =  oe, ü = ue.  Most frequently 
used convention. 
b. As if ä, ö, and ü, were additional letters in the 
alphabet, usually following a, o, and u respectively. 
c. As if ä = a, ö = o, and ü = u.  Early-
computerized lists. 
 
REFERENCES 
Popular, Modern Day Place Name Indexes 
1. Der Neue Grosse Shell Atlas, 1987+, with 
place name list containing about 40,000 items. Can 
be found by entering Shell Atlas, call number, 
912.405 N393, or ask at Denver Public Library 
(DPL) Genealogy and Western History Division.  
Older editions have separate sections for East and 
West Germany. 
 
2. ADAC Maxi Atlas Deutschland – Jumbo 
(11.2” x 14.5”) German Road Atlas.  Gives 
locations of over 90,000 place names, with postal 
codes, in modern Germany on accompanying maps 

of scale 1:150,000. Super contemporary atlas.  
Magnifying glass recommended.  Too large to 
carry conveniently when traveling. 
 
3. US Department of Geography Place Name 
Indexes.  DPL Government Documents Division, 
on roll cart.  [CU call number I33.8 P75].  Three 
volumes for East and West Germany of 1945.  
Gives latitude and longitude for over 100,000 
locations on companion maps. See Reference 
No. 14. 
 
“Genealogical” Gazetteers 
4. Atlantic Bridge to Germany, Volumes 1-9+, 
Hall, Charles, Salt Lake City.  Contains historical 
description, place name and Kreis lists, and grid 
maps.  Maps show only detail sufficient to enable 
approximate village locations.  Volume for 
Prussia, which indexes the villages in the former 
eastern provinces, is extremely helpful.  Caution:  
some volumes are based solely on the sources 
cataloged by FHL and are, therefore, partial lists. 
 
5. Meyers Orts- und Verkehrs- Lexikon des 
Deutschen Reiches, 1912.  Index of villages in the 
German Empire.  Granddaddy of all the gazetteers. 
 Available at most FHC, 100 Most Used 
Genealogical References on Microfilm and 
Microfiche (6000001-29).  In German Gothic 
typestyle.  Hard-copy reprint with instructions in 
English at DPL.  Over 210,000 cities, towns, 
villages, hamlets, estates, and localities with a 
place name are arranged alphabetically in German. 
 Gives province, military district, Kreis 
(county/township), registry office, population, 
religious parish/faiths (if church existed), and 
names of principal “daughter” localities. 
 
6. Place Name Indexes – Direct and Reverse 
Alphabetization, Minert, Roger P. Especially 
useful when only the right-hand end of the name 
can be read.  12+ Volumes by Province. 
 
Computerized Place Name Gazetteers 
9. Family Search (DOS) German Locality 
Index – Place Search – FHL/FHC computers and 
Library Catalog CD’s.  Caution:  Database 
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contains ONLY villages for which source material 
has been cataloged.  Responds to truncated input of 
at least three (3) letters.  Response shows name of 
German state and province as of 1871.  Selectable 
link to source descriptions. 
 
10. http:www.jewishgen.org/shtetlseeker/ - 
Central and Eastern Europe.  Any of 19 modern 
day countries selectable.  Based on “modern day” 
US Defense Dept. Mapping Place Name Index and 
a variety of languages.  Smaller villages are 
omitted.  Accepts truncated input of at least 3 
letters.  Turn off Daitch-Moketoff Soundex.  Select 
“All towns starting with this precise spelling.”  
Gives map coordinates.  Will display local map 
with moderate detail. 
 
11. www2.genealogie.netz/de/misc/geosev.html 
- GEOserv – German Town Locator.  Submit e-
mail queries with best known spelling of town 
name.  Reply is based on the listing in the current 
German Postal Directory. 
 
Provincial German Gazetteers 
 
12. Family History Library:  List below gives 
province, microfilm number and film section.  
Gazetteers typically list number of houses, 
population by religious faith and type, parent 
church parish for churches of various faiths. 
 
Germany 
Baden 492889-2 
Bayern {w/ Pfalz} 924721 
Hessen 496714-2 
Lippe 873823-2 
Mecklenburg 496473-8 
Oldenburg 806663-1 
Sachsen 823778-2 
Thüringen 1181595-12 
Waldeck 491042 
Württemberg 806633-3 
 

Germany, Preussen 
Brandenburg 491044 
Hannover 806634-2 
Hessen-Nassau 1187921-4 
Hohenzollern 1187921-5 
Ostpreussen 1186707-3 
Pommern 806634-4 
Posen 806634-5 
Rheinland 1187921-5 
Sachsen 806634-3 
Schlesien 1183537-5 
Schleswig-Holstein 806635-3 
Westfalen 491042 
Westpreussen 1186701-4 
 
Detailed Sheet Maps 
 
13. Grosse Blätter der Kartes Deutschen Reiches, 
Maps of the former German Empire, scale of 
1:100,000, FHL Microfilm No. 232849. 
 
14. Sheet Map Series – Army Map Service, 
1:100,000 – 1939. Germany (M641), Central 
Europe, Middle Danube (M671), France and 
Belgium (M603), Poland (M651-with Polish place 
names) and others,  DPL [Government Documents 
Division, excellent collection], [CU Department of 
Geographical Science].  Ask at other universities 
or large public libraries. Index map for each series. 
Scale of 1 cm to 1 km (Approximately 1 inch to 2.1 
miles), show individual buildings in villages.  
Churches are indicated by symbol. An excellent 
companion to Department of Geography/AMS 
Gazetteers. (Reference No. 3) 


