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 When you are engaged in German 
genealogical research you, may often need help 
in translating from German to English or vice-
versa. The genealogical secrets in old letters and 
documents in the possession of your family, 
probably written in German script, can be 
revealed only if read and translated.  You may 
have collected photocopies of selected entries 
from microfilmed genealogical records, but are 
unable to decipher them sufficiently to relate 
them to the information you already have. 
 
 Similarly, you will want to make sure the 
content of letters received from German 
correspondents is thoroughly understood and, if 
needed, compose an appropriate answer. 
 
 Some forethought by the researcher before 
engaging a translator may save money, leave 
friendships intact, and increase the likelihood of 
getting satisfactory results. 
 
 The difficulty of reading and translating 
from German to English varies so widely that 
one should allow the translator to examine a 
copy at his or her convenience before agreeing 
to perform the translation or giving an estimate 
of the cost.  This is especially important if the 
document contains handwriting.  Even clearly 
printed copy may contain archaic, dialectic or 
colloquial text, increasing the translation task. 
 
Handwritten Script Documents 
 
 Help the translator you engage, and reduce 
your costs, by submitting high-contrast 
photocopies, possibly one copy slightly over 
exposed and, if bleeding or blurring is evident, 
another copy slightly under exposed.  For 
exceptional cases it may be necessary to submit 
the original, in which case you should retain a 
copy for yourself. 
 
 Included with the copy submitted, include 
neighboring paragraphs, the entire page, or if 
possible, neighboring pages of the document. 
 
 You may also want to request that the 
translator indicate with an accompanying 
question mark those words for which the 
translation is doubtful.  This minimizes the 

possibility that the translator will omit a hard-to-
read mark or word, assuming it is unimportant. 
 Some translators also supply a letter-for-
letter typescript, in German, of handwritten 
script documents.  This is especially desirable if 
the translation is difficult, copy poor, or a need 
arises to review or do additional work to clarify 
questionable interpretation. 
 
 Many researchers are insistent that all 
characters, words, abbreviations and other marks 
are accounted for in the typescript.  In order to 
do this, a line-numbered, word-for-word 
typescript is utilized, however some translators 
may charge extra for this format. 
 
 Surnames and place names, that may appear 
only once in the record to be translated and are 
totally unfamiliar to the translator, are difficult 
to decipher.  If you have located the village 
where the record was written on a detailed map 
with scale of 1:100,000 or 1:50,000, send a copy 
to the translator.  The place names may be those 
of neighboring villages. 
 
Local Histories and Other Printed Text 
 
 Books and pamphlets on the local history, 
land sites, and historic buildings are available 
from many villages and towns.  If the 
publications contain information about your 
ancestral village, you may want to have selected 
portions translated for inclusion in your family 
history. 
 
 Encyclopedias of church architecture, 
describing the structure and history of churches 
in even the smaller villages, have been published 
for many districts. 
 
 Select portions of interest for translation by 
deciphering items listed in the table of contents, 
index, or in the titles and picture captions. 
 
 Many publications include a tabular "time-
line" of village history which, when translated, 
gives the English-speaking reader a concise and 
easy-to-read sketch of the village history. 
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Readability of Translation 
 
 Don't be disappointed if text reads 
somewhat rough after translation into English.  
Informal communications like family letters, 
often are devoid of punctuation, have incomplete 
sentences, and missing words.  The translator 
may need to add punctuation to clarify the 
meaning.  Most translators enclose with brackets 
any words, comments, or questions they have 
inserted. 
 
Letters for Translation Into German 
 
 Carefully edit the letters you write to foreign 
correspondents.  Express your thoughts in 
sequence, don't repeat, and use short paragraphs, 
short sentences, and simple words.  These rules 
will save you translation dollars and help ensure 
the meaning is clear. 
 
Friends and Acquaintances as Translators 
 
 If you approach a friend or acquaintance to 
perform translation, do it in a business-like 
manner.  Don't make assumptions about their 
knowledge of genealogical research, or 
experience, willingness, or capability in 
translation.  If your acquaintance is young 
(schooled after WWII) and the copy to be 
translated is old (written in script), he or she 
may not be able to read it confidently or at all. 
 
 Avoid asking for a 'general idea' translation.  
This places the burden of judgment of 
importance on the translator, and an important 
piece of genealogical information may be 
omitted from the translation.  Even though you 
may be eager for results, avoid asking for a 
"real-time" translation, especially if the item is 
poor copy, written in script, or in dialect.  
 
   Pay or compensate your acquaintance that 
translates for you generously. Don't expect a 
'free ride' if you subsequently ask for help on an 
additional task. 
 
Archivists as Translators 
 
 Most overseas archivists have limited time 
and may not be fluent in English.  They may 

occasionally omit important genealogical detail 
when preparing extracts. Researchers should 
request a photocopy, or a complete extract of the 
desired record in German, but avoid requesting 
any translation into English, as that can be done 
by others after receiving the copy or extract. 
 
Foreign Researchers as Translators 
 
 Fortune calls when contact is made with a 
conscientious foreign researcher who is 
acquainted with the village families and local 
history.  Unless he is very fluent and insists on 
doing so, don't ask such a researcher to dilute his 
efforts by translating research results and 
correspondence into English,  
  
Finding a Translator 
 
 If genealogical material is to be translated, it 
can usually be done more efficiently by one 
experienced in genealogical translation rather 
than by those whose specialty is commercial 
translation.  Most USA genealogical societies 
specializing in German research, such as 
Palatines to America or The German Interest 
Group (Janesville, WI) can recommend 
translators with whom they are acquainted.  
Many genealogical translators advertise in the 
Genealogical Helper, some requesting a sample 
be submitted to enable an estimate. 
 
 The language departments of colleges and 
universities often have graduate students or 
faculty members willing to take on translation 
tasks, particularly if the material is a printed 
document. 
 
 Regardless of your selection of a potential 
translator, be it friend or professional, try to 
confirm his or her capability, and allow an 
estimate to be made before giving a go-ahead.  If 
your task is large, you may want to start with a 
trial portion before committing yourself for the 
entire job.  For additional information on the 
subject of translation see Germanic Genealogy, 
by Edward R. Brandt, PhD, et al, Germanic 
Genealogy Society 1995, pg 253, DPL. 
 


