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 Strategy is important, especially if you are 
unable to find microfilmed records from your 
ancestral village and must resort to 
correspondence to find the original records.  
Before writing overseas, you should locate your 
village on a large-scale map and thoroughly 
check the Family History collection for the 
availability of records for your village and other 
villages in the surrounding area.  (See 
Forschunghilfe Nos. 15 and 16.) 
 
 You should also check detailed gazetteers 
and parish directories, available via the Family 
History Library (FHL), for the province in 
which your village is located to confirm the 
location of the church in which vital records for 
your ancestral village were entered. 
 
 A German Letter-Writing Guide may be 
available at your local Family History Center 
(FHC), or can be found in Reference No. 2.  
Perhaps you have a friend who is willing to 
write in German.  Enclose at least three or four 
International Reply Coupons, available at larger 
post offices, in each letter.  The recipient can 
exchange the coupons for postage for his reply. 
 Use the new German postal zone numbers.  
Call me if you do not have access to a directory. 
 
 As an alternate to church records, one can 
write to the local Standesamt (registry office) 
for a civil record of birth, marriage or death if it 
occurred in the mid or later 1800s, but 
eventually to search for earlier generations, you 
will need to find church records.  
 
Writing to a Local Parish Church 
 
 Consider your first letter a "trial balloon".  
If the response is favorable, much additional 
information will probably be obtained over the 
following years through additional contacts 
with a local researcher and when you 
eventually visit the area. 
 

 When writing your first letter, keep in 
mind the kind of obstacles it may meet.  Your 
ancestral village may be small and remote, the 
church may not be used regularly, or may be 
served by a busy pastor from a neighboring 
village.  He may be new in the area and not yet 
have learned the names of earlier families.  He 
may not be able to read reliably the handwritten 
script in early church books.  If he does not 
know where the earlier church books are stored, 
he may assume they were "lost during the war". 
 
 Write your letter as if you were a 3rd 
grader, even if it is to be translated into German 
before being sent.  In your first letter ask, or 
request, only the following: 
 
1. Ask where the church records for your 
village, for the years ____ to ____, are now 
located.  (In case other answers are negative, 
the answer to this question may be quite 
important). 
 
2. Request a complete extract of no more than 
one event, either baptism, marriage, or death.  
(The answer will help confirm that you are "on 
the right track" with your research).  Supply all 
known given names and the surname (if 
possible as they were spelled before 
Anglicizing), date (exact if known, otherwise a 
range of no more than a year or two), and place 
(as spelled on your detailed map). 
 
3. Request the name and address of a local 
historian or genealogist.  (Regardless of 
whether the answer to Question No. 2 is 
positive you may want more extensive research 
done in the future.) 
 
4. Ask the amount of the fee. (Don't expect to 
get something for nothing. Assume time and 
money are just as important to your 
correspondent as they are to you.) 
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Writing to Archives 
 
 Archival jurisdictions and cataloging 
methods in Germany vary from one locality to 
another.  Church records may be found in 
central church archives, or in civil archives, at 
any jurisdictional level, or in private archives, 
the holdings of which may not be not widely 
known.  Records from a given locality may be 
lodged in an archive located a considerable 
distance from where they were generated, or be 
under the jurisdiction of a foreign country. 
 
 Reference Nos. 2, 3, 4 and 5 list the 
principle German archives.  Check the FHL 
index to see where records of neighboring 
villages in the same province were filmed.  The 
records, stored in some central church or 
diocese archives, may not have been filmed by 
the FHL, and these archives are prime targets 
for your inquiry.  Most archives in Germany 
have employees who are eager to test their 
English-language skill and do not object to 
receiving a letter in English, although they will 
probably answer in German. 
 
 Even if the archive you address does not 
have the sought-for church records, they may 
know where the records are now lodged.  An 
inventory of the holdings of larger archives 
may be available on microfilm in the FHL 
collection, found in the Locality catalog under 
PROVINCE (yours), ARCHIVES, INDEXES 
AND INVENTORIES.   This inventory may 
yield clues as to the availability of records for 
your village area. 
 
 Some records may have been confiscated 
and are now located in foreign archives or 
government storage.  Even though gaining 
access to these records may seem hopeless, 
archives are becoming less restrictive, and a 
letter written in the language of the archivist 
may get results. 
 

 Lost or confiscated records are sometimes 
eventually returned to the correct jurisdiction.  
Also, handwritten copies of church books were 
sometimes made, and may be available, even 
though the original is reputed to be "lost". 
 
Writing to Genealogical or Historical 
Societies 
 
 Write to the society closest to your ancestral 
village and in the same province.  Society 
addresses are included in Reference Nos. 2, 3 
and 5.  Ask the same questions you would ask a 
church parish or archive as outlined above.  
Researchers recommended by societies are 
likely to be most knowledgeable. However, if 
they are domiciled at a distance from where the 
records are available, usually added cost will be 
incurred because of the need to travel or to hire 
a secondary researcher near the location of the 
records. 
 
Writing to Genealogical Researchers 
 
 Engage a researcher who is familiar with, 
and has convenient access to, the records!  If 
the records are in the parish, start off with the 
researcher suggested in response to your letter 
to the parish church.  If the records are in an 
archive, use a researcher who lives nearby, 
whose name you obtained from the local 
genealogical society or archive. 
 
 Local researchers usually know the surname 
patterns for their area. If you are unsuccessful 
in finding a trace of your family in the records 
of the village in which the family lived, the 
researcher may be able to quickly suggest 
looking in the records of a specific neighboring 
village.  Also, if you have found a confirming 
trace of your family, the competent local 
researcher should be able to trace previous 
generations and allied families quite efficiently. 
 
 Foreign researchers who advertise as 
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available for "German Research" may not have 
expertise in your geographic area.  By using 
available indexes and reference volumes, they 
may "stumble on" to a reference to your family. 
In order to do detailed research they would 
usually need to work through another 
researcher or travel to the local parish or 
archive, which would add to your expense. 
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