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 Family stories may contain clues that aid your 
ancestral research.  But they also may lead you 
astray.  Most of us have difficulty questioning yarns 
passed down in our own families.  To do so pits the 
family researcher against his relatives who were the 
last to tell the stories. 
 
 Stories of life in the old country, of emigration 
and resettlement, as reminisced about our German 
ancestors who lived in a different culture and era, are 
susceptible to garbling and exaggeration as they 
were passed through generations in America.  Yet 
often a thread of truth survives which, if used 
cautiously, may yield a research clue. 
 
 Keep in mind the conditions under which family 
stories may have originated.  Older stories may have 
had firm foundations but they became modified as 
they were passed to succeeding generations.  Some 
"newer" stories created by former researchers to 
explain uncertain details, or by a family member to 
bolster the family ego, or explain unpleasant events, 
can be especially deceptive to later family 
genealogists.  Following is a sample of the more 
frequently found stories, together with some 
suggested antidotes to cool them down.  
 
"Three brothers came together." - Three brothers 
emigrated together, but on landing decided they 
would have a better chance of survival if they 
separated than if they settled near each other.  
Wilhelm went to Vermont, Johannes to South 
Carolina and Christian stayed in Pennsylvania. 
 
 This reasoning contradicts most ideas of survival 
in the wilderness and may have been concocted by 
an ancestor or genealogist to explain their discovery 
of people with the same surname in records of three 
different colonies. 
 
“The stowaway.” - Ancestor came as a stowaway, 
so there is no use in looking for any records of his 
ancestors.  An imaginative way of explaining why 
one has not been able to find the ancestor in the 
passenger lists.  Better quality microfilming, more 
indexing, and easier data retrieval improve modern-
day chances of finding the immigrating family. 
 

"Great-great grandfather headed west." - He 
boarded the boat, alone and eager for adventure; 
when he arrived in America he immediately started 
searching for the best place to settle.  Yes, but it is 
likely other folks on the same boat, or awaiting him 
in America, were relatives or former neighbors in 
the old country.  Most emigrants had decided on, at 
least, their initial destination before leaving home.  
Many had paid for tickets to their new home.  Keep 
this in mind as you search for villages of origin. 
 
"Our family name was not spelled that way." - 
No use to follow that line.  Surname spelling 
changes were usually evolutionary instead of 
instantaneous, and were the result of dialectic and 
language differences.  Over a long period of time, 
additions, deletions, and substitutions may have 
been made for any of the letters.  Gottlieb has 
become Cutlip!  Keep an open mind especially when 
using indexes. 
 
"My Palatine ancestor came on a ship from 
Hamburg." - Nearly all 18th Century emigrants left 
via ports at the mouth of the Rhein.  If the migration 
story were repeated during the late 1800's when 
many immigrants were coming via Hamburg, it 
would be easy for the narrator to throw in the wrong 
name for the port of departure. 
 
 “The orphan.” - The parents were killed (usually 
by Indians) and the Smith family raised their child, 
so the child's real surname is unknown. Some 
relatives, usually grandparents or uncles and aunts 
often raised orphans (and illegitimate children).  
Look close to home for the foster parents. 
 
"The church books were destroyed during the 
war." - Don't despair when you read or hear this.  
The speaker may not know where the books are, or 
may just not wish to be cooperative.  Duplicate 
church books were sometimes maintained and may 
still survive; those that were taken away or 
temporally hidden during the war are gradually 
reappearing.  Ask other authorities and keep 
watching. 
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"My Ancestor was given a new name on arrival, 
so there is way to trace European ancestry." - An 
occasional translation of a German name to English 
is found in the early loyalty lists.  Name changes 
were more likely to evolve some time after arrival of 
the immigrant as his name was written and spoken in 
English.  It is difficult to imagine ship captains, and 
port officials in later years, having to think up new 
names for immigrants. 
 
"My Palatine came from Holland, Germany."- 
Most likely he did come from some German-
speaking area, but exited from a Dutch port. 
 
“The numbers game.” - Nothing is more easily 
exaggerated than the military rank of an ancestor, or 
the numbers associated with such accomplishments 
as feats of strength, size of the family, physical 
features, quantity of languages spoken, etc.  
Question all "firsts" and number stories.  And if you 
repeat such "tradition" try to tone it down a bit by 
using less exact, more moderate adjectives. 
 
“The famous cousin.” - Some early genealogists, 
even though they were never able to prove so, may 
have claimed to be relatives of a well-known 
personage having the same surname.  A similar 
claim is that: "all the people having my surname are 
descended from the same ancestor."  With more 
modern means of data retrieval you may be able to 
prove the postulated relationship.  Work from the 
known toward the unknown, using primary sources, 
and, until proven, avoid repeating the claim of 
connection to a famous cousin. 
 
“Wrong generation, wrong family branch.” - 
Valid "traditional" stories are sometimes attached to 
the wrong branch of the family.  Remain open 
minded and don't get "hung up" trying to match 
specific ancestors with a family story.  Generations 
are apt to be omitted from older family stories so 
events may have occurred earlier than expected. 

 
“Offspring of the Prince.” - Seeing one's name in 
print with the prefix "von" may lead one to believe 
that he is descended from a titled person.  Many 
titles were bestowed over the ages and with them 
went name enhancements.  Most German emigrant 
ancestors, particularly the early ones, were laborers 
and farmers from small villages.  However some 
were craftsmen, and freemen (Bürgers).  Follow 
your ancestry using original sources where possible, 
and note those whose occupations indicate they may 
have owned property or have been people of 
"means".  This could lead you to an ancestor who 
owned land and possibly to one who was titled. 
 
"There's no illegitimacy in my family." - German 
church records usually indicate whether a child was 
legitimate (ehelich) or illegitimate (unehelich), 
although in older records it may be hidden in an 
abbreviation or string of adjectives.  If the bride was 
pregnant at the time of the marriage, it may be 
indicated in the marriage record.  Many illegitimate 
births were later "legitimatized" by marriage of the 
parents, otherwise the child usually took the 
mother's name.  Probability is fairly high that you 
have a clearly documented illegitimate ancestor as 
these records abound in German church books. 

 


