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NAME, DATE, AND PLACE -  
These three fundamental parameters, so important 
to successful research in familiar genealogical 
territory, assume even more important roles for 
those searching for ancestors in foreign lands. 
 
 Yet many of us may lose sight of the 
fundamentals.  The starting point for finding the 
village of origin may not be obvious, and the task 
appear so formidable that it is never attempted.   
 
 A return to the fundamentals, spiced with some 
proven tips and pitfalls, may help you start 
research on your favorite German ancestor.   
 
GETTING READY - It is of utmost importance to 
learn everything you can, from records in this 
country before attempting to cross the ocean. 
 
 Primary sources such as land and estate 
records, death certificates and other vital records, 
church, naturalization and court records, census 
schedules, and personal documents such as old 
letters written by those remaining in the homeland, 
should be reviewed for evidence of name, date, and 
place of immigration or village of origin. 
 
 Secondary sources such as obituaries, county 
histories, and later family documents, letters, 
photographs, or notes made in flyleaves of books, 
may also give clues.  And if necessary, the search 
may be expanded to sources concerning any 
relative, including in-laws or neighbors, who may 
have come with the immigrant, or migrated at a 
different time from the same village of origin.  
 
 Reference No. 1 is an excellent guidebook on 
German Genealogical Research. 
 
NAMES - If you want to search for your name in 
German records, keep in mind that spelling 
variations occurred both in Germany and in this 
country. 
 
 Spelling changes usually occurred, some time 
after the immigrant arrived, as non-Germans 

recorded his name and spelled in the scribe's 
English dialect.  Names appearing in documents 
generated soon after arrival may have the "true" 
spelling, and perhaps even the signature of the 
immigrant.  If such a signature is written in 
German script, by all means get it analyzed to 
determine the native spelling.  
 
 Vowel changes often occurred because of 
dialects in both English and German.  Consonant 
changes are more troublesome, especially when the 
effected letter is the first in the surname.  A "g" 
may have been replaced by "k" or "ck", "b" by "p" 
or visa versa, "z" by "tz", "w" or "f" by "v", etc.  
With some skill in German pronunciation, you will 
be able to list probable spelling variations.  Ask 
someone who is fluent in both English and German 
to verify your list.  Use postulated spellings when 
searching for surnames in indexes and records. 
 
 Germans often had two or more given names.  
They may have used any of their given names as a 
"call", or signature name, and may have altered 
their choice during their lives. 
 
DATES - Narrow the "window" of your search by 
finding at least the approximate date of your 
ancestor's immigration.  If your ancestor lived into 
the 20th century, the date of immigration should 
appear on the 1900 or later US Census schedules.  
The date of immigration may also appear on 
naturalization records that, before about 1906, 
were generated by local county, district, or federal 
court.  You also may be able to estimate the date of 
immigration from the birthplaces and dates of 
children as given on the 1850-1880 census returns. 
 
PLACES - The ultimate place in which you are 
interested is your ancestor's village of origin.  Prior 
to about 1897, arrival lists only occasionally record 
the village of origin.  However, finding your 
immigrant family on the passenger lists will 
confirm the family composition, the port of 
departure (or intermediate stopover), and give the 
earliest spelling of the family name recorded in 
America.   
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 During the Colonial Period (1683-1800), most 
Germans came down the Rhine, departed from 
Dutch ports, and came to Philadelphia or New 
York.  Between 1800 and 1850, exits were mainly 
from ports on the English Channel and North Sea 
to Philadelphia, Baltimore, Atlantic, Great Lakes, 
and Gulf ports.  As railroads came into use, after 
about 1850, embarkation was principally from 
Hamburg or Bremen (Bremerhaven), and entry 
principally in New York, but also other Atlantic, 
Gulf, and river ports were used. 
 
 Federal arrival lists, available through the 
National Archives or Family History Centers, start 
about 1800.  There is more than one version of 
some lists and some indexes. (Reference No. 2)    
 
 There is no complete index for the Port of New 
York for the years 1850-1897, when many of our 
ancestors came with "The Great Tide", but once 
you have narrowed your search by determining the 
approximate date of arrival, you have a good 
chance of finding your family on these lists.   
 
 A summary of unpublished departure lists is 
given in Reference No. 3.  For immigrants arriving 
after 1850, the indexed direct and indirect lists for 
Hamburg usually give accurate entries for the 
village of origin since they were spoken and 
written by Germans.   Numerous other published 
departure and arrival lists have been abstracted and 
appear with source notation in Reference No. 4. 
 
EARLY ARRIVALS - BEFORE 1850 –  
 
Immigrants arriving between 1800 and 1850 
arrived late enough so that tradition, family papers, 
or published histories may indicate their origin.  
However earlier immigrants, especially those 
arriving before 1800, may only be traceable 
through association with relatives and neighbors 
for whom the village of origin is known.  
Numerous lists, card files, published books, and 
periodical articles, published both in this country 
and in Europe, can be searched for clues to the 
village of origin.  Of course this method of 
"fishing" is most likely to succeed when the 

sought-for surname is less common.  See 
Reference No. 5. 
 
FINDING THE GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION - 
Use an alphabetized place-name list such as the 
one in the Euro-Atlas Zentraleuropa at Boulder 
Public Library, Carnegie Branch (Reference No. 
8), Meyers Orts- und Verkehrs- Lexikon in FHC 
(Reference No. 9), Dept. of Geography-Army Map 
Service Place-Name Index at CU Norlin or DPL 
(Reference No. 11), or even a German Postal 
Guide (Reference No. 12), to find your location.   
 
 It may be necessary to "de-anglicize" the 
village name if it was learned through family 
tradition, or written and spoken by non-Germans.  
When the geographic locality has been determined, 
get a copy of a local map of scale no larger than 
1:100,000 (DPL) to familiarize yourself with the 
village area and learn the names of neighboring 
villages. 
 
YOU CAN DO IT !! - Yes, you can search for 
your ancestors in microfilms of original German 
church records.  The FHL Locality Index for 
Germany (available at Boulder Public Library 
Carnegie Branch) is categorized according to the 
political boundaries of 1871, so you must learn 
some genealogical geography and history, but at 
the beginning of the Locality Index is an 
alphabetized finding aid listing most, but not all, 
villages for which records are available.   
 
 Names, dates, and places given in the records 
will frequently be written in familiar Latin script, 
but don't count on it.  Prior to searching in 
microfilmed records you should practice writing 
your family and village names in German script 
until it becomes automatic.  The handwriting in the 
records may be a more casual or archaic style than 
is given in textbook sample sheets.  More 
handwriting samples may be seen in Reference 6.   
 
 If the vital record of your ancestor is not found 
near the expected birth or other event date, begin 
your search at a later date, where the names and 
places are easier to read, and search backward 
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through the records.    
 
 If, after searching thoroughly in available 
sources in America, you are unable to locate 
records of your ancestor, it may be necessary to 
write to a local parish or archive.  In doing so you 
may make contact with historians or genealogists 
who will aid in acquiring generations of 
genealogical and historical data and pave the way 
for an enjoyable visit to your ancestral homeland. 
 
 The thrill of finding records pertaining to your 
ancestors is an experience that belongs especially 
to you.  You may wish to obtain help from a more 
experienced researcher to aid in translation and 
interpretation of the details.  As your level of 
experience increases, you should be able to 
conduct much of your German research yourself.  
 
REFERENCES - GENERAL AND 
BIBLIOGRAPHICAL   
 
1.  Jensen, Larry O., A Genealogical Handbook of 
German Research, Volume 1, P. O. Box 441, 
Pleasant Grove UT  
 
2. Ostwald, L. T., "Immigration, Emigration, 
Naturalization and Passenger Lists", Boulder 
Genealogical Society Quarterly, Volumes 24-2 
May 1992 
 
3. Eakle, Arlene & Cerny, Johni, The Source, 
Table 15-2, Ancestry Publishing Co. 1984 
 
4. Filby, P. Wm and Meyer, Mary K. Passenger 
and immigration Lists Index, 3 Volumes 1981 plus 
1983-1990 Supplements. DPL and Boulder Library 
Carnegie Branch (CAR).  Some references cited 
are publications associating surnames with villages 
of origin. 
 
5. Ostwald, L. T. "Surname Hunting in Published 
Sources", Colorado Chapter Palatines to America 
Newsletter, Volumes 7-4 and 8-1 
 
6. Smith, Kenneth L., German Church Books - 
Beyond the Basics, Picton Press, Camden ME 1989 

 
7. Jeffery, James K., DPL, German Genealogy 
Bibliography, List of Holdings at DPL, many of 
which pertain to Emigration to Pennsylvania. 
 
8. Family History Library (FHL), Salt Lake City, 
UT - Many published and original sources most 
available on microfilm available through local 
Family History Centers. 
 
HELPFUL IN FINDING GEO-LOCATION OF 
VILLAGE OF ORIGIN 
 
8. Euro-Autoatlas Zentraleuropa, 1:300,000, RV 
Verlag,  (DPL & CAR). 
 
9. Meyers Orts- und Verkehrs- Lexikon des 
Deutschen Reichs, Printed German script. 
Gazetteer of German Empire of 1912.  Reference 
Fiche, 100 Most-Used Books, FHC. 
 
10. Army Map Service, Map Series 
1:100,000, Germany or Central Europe, 
DPL, CU-Norlin Library (NOR) 
 
11. U. S. Department of Geography, European 
Place-Name Index, 1945-1950.   Gives latitude and 
longitude for villages and named map features. 
DPL & NOR   
 
12. German Postal Code Directory, 
Postleitzahlenbuch: Alphabetisch geordnet  
Divided into three parts.  Lists about 50,000 
villages. Ask at municipal public libraries. 
 
MOST WITH VILLAGES OF ORIGIN - 18TH-
CENTURY IMMIGRANTS 
 
13. Strassburger, Ralph B. and Hinke, Wm. John, 
Pennsylvania German Pioneers, Pennsylvania 
German Society, Norristown PA, 1934 3 Vols. 
 
14. Burgert, Annette K., 18th Century Emigrants 
from German-speaking Lands:  Vol. 1-Northern 
Kraichgau, Vol. 2-Western Palatinate, and 
Volume 3-Westerwald (Co-author Hank Jones).  
Also Northern Alsace. DPL and loan via CAR. 
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15. Jones, Henry Z., The Palatine Families of New 
York, Universal City, California, 1985. CAR, DPL. 
 
16. Krebs, Friederick, Emigrants from the Palatine 
to the Amer. Colonies in the 18th Century, Pa. Ger. 
Folklore Soc., 1951 A List of Immigrants to the 
Amer. Colonies from Zweibrücken, German 
Society of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA, 19123, 
1953. 
 
17. Franz, E. G., Auerbach, I., Froehlich, O., 
Hessisch Truppen im Americanischen 
Unabhängigkeitskreig, Hessian Troops in the 
American Revolution (HETRINA), 5 Vols. 
Archivschule Marburg, 1972-1976.  (DPL) 
 
18. Yoder, Don, Pennsylvania German 
Immigrants 1984, and Rheinland Emigrants 1985, 
Genealogical Publishing Company.  
 
19. Hacker, Werner, Auswanderer aus Baden und 
dem Breisgau, Auswanderung aus Hochstadt 
Speyer in l8. Jahrhundert, Auswanderung aus 
Rheinfalz u. Saarland, Kurpfälzische Auswanderer 
vom Unteren Neckar, Thousands of Surnames with 
Village of Origin.  Use Index with caution 
regarding umlauts! (DPL). 
 
SELECTED SOURCES - 19TH CENTURY 
IMMIGRANTS WITH VILLAGE OF ORIGIN 
 
20. Zimmerman, Gary J. and Wolfert , Marion, 
Lists of Passengers Bound from Bremen to N.Y, 
1847-1862,  The Genealogical Publishing Co., 
Balt. 1985-1986 (DPL).  Includes only passengers 
from Bremen who gave village of origin upon 
arriving. 
 
21. Glazier, Ira A. and Filby, P. William, ed., 
Germans to America; Lists of Passengers Arriving 
at U.S. Ports, 1850-1870, 30 Vols.  Scholarly 
Resources, Wilmington DE.  (DPL)  Includes 
complete arrival lists for ships coming from all 
ports and having a passenger compliment with at 
least 80% surnames of German origin. 
 

22. Family History Library, "The Hamburg  
Passenger Lists 1850-1934", Salt Lake City UT 
1980 
 
23. Schenk, Trudy, Ruth Froelke, and Inge Bork, 
Württemberg Emigration Lists, 5 Volumes, lists of 
19th Century emigrants.  
 
24. Stumpf, Karl, The Emigration from Germany 
to Russia in the Years 1763 to 1862, American 
Historical Society of Germans from Russia, 
Lincoln, Neb., 1978. (CAR) 
 
25. Schräder-Muggenthaler, Cornelia, The Alsace 
Emigration Book, Volumes 1 & 2, (DPL) 
Thousands of Surnames of 19th Century 
Emigrants, with villages of origin. 


