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 The spelling of German surnames, like 
those of other languages, varied as the name was 
pronounced in different homeland dialectics.  
Those who emigrated to another land, such as 
the American colonies, saw their names undergo 
further change as the surname was "anglicized" 
or spelled as it sounded to the English listener.  
Further, less severe alterations in the surname 
spelling were likely to follow as the descendants 
of the emigrant found themselves immersed in 
various American localities. 
 

 Stories abound of how new or translated 
names were assigned by immigration officials, 
or the immigrants themselves, at the time of 
immigration.  While possible, the greater 
likelihood is that the names were merely spoken, 
spelled, and recorded in the most convenient 
manner by the listener, whatever his language 
might have been. Usually the immigration 
authorities at the ports of entry were, competent 
translators.  More radical changes in surname 
spelling, such as direct translation to English 
(for example Schwartz into Black) were 
probably made only deliberately and after 
gaining some familiarity with the language. 
 
  If name variations were recorded in a 
perpetuating record, such as a deed, tax list, or 
tomb-stone, the recorded spelling was likely to 
be adopted, simply because it was inconvenient 
or impractical to revert to the old spelling.   
 
 During genealogical research the possibility 
of variations in surname spelling must be kept in 
mind, but one should seek a rationale for the 
spelling variation and not grasp willy-nilly at 
any possibility just to form new family links.  
 
 A small fraction of the early Palatine 
immigrants made "uncorrupted" but vernacular 
signatures in the loyalty lists taken at 
Philadelphia.  These are reproduced in 
Pennsylvania German Pioneers, by R. B. 
Strassburger and W. J. Hinke, Pennsylvania 

German Soc., Norristown PA, 1934.  Alongside 
the lists are the corresponding spellings recorded 
by the agent as the immigrant gave his name.  
These lists give insight not only to the variations 
in native German name spelling but, also, to the 
spelling changes likely to occur when the 
spoken name was recorded. Alphabetized 
surname lists such as Filby's Passenger Lists 
show the spectrum of spelling variations for 
ancestral surnames.  
 
 Examining original records can substantiate 
many name changes.  By following some rules, 
(or the lack of rules) in pronunciation, one can 
often hypothesize probable spelling changes.  
Spoken names, even after passing to successive 
generations, may give a clue to true spelling.  As 
is the case with written signatures, until 
experience is gained, one should consult 
someone familiar with varieties of both English 
and German to assist in the unscrambling. 

 
 To trace the change in surname spellings, 
one should collect all available written varieties 
of his ancestral name, exactly as written in the 
original sources.  Names written by census 
enumerators, legal scribes, and immigration 
officials, give a quick clue as to local 
interpretation of the surname. 
 
 Actual signatures of early ancestors are of 
particular value, since the spelling is more 
likely to resemble that used in the native 
language.  The signatures appearing in county 
record books are usually those of the county 
scribe and rarely those of the owner, however 
the original document such as a will, 
deposition, or deed, may still exist, bundled in 
dusty packets of documents kept at the local 
courthouse.  Your ancestor's signature is very 
likely to appear on documents pertaining to a 
neighbor or in-law.   
 
 Original immigrant signatures may either 
be written in that "terrible" German script or in 
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"ordinary" Latin handwriting.  It is advisable to 
obtain a good photocopy of the signatures, 
especially if written in script, so that they can 
be rigorously studied or examined by someone 
experienced in script interpretation. 
 
 Surname spelling variations, which disguise 
the German heritage of the spelling, are most 
troublesome.  Everyone knows the name Brady 
is a good Irish name, even though it was 
originally Brede, (sounding like "Brayda"), 
with the “y” tacked on in an attempt to match 
the English spelling with the German 
pronunciation. 
 

 Other troublesome changes are letter 

substitutions for the first letter in the name, for 
example Gring vs. Kring or Ebel vs. Able.  
This causes the name to appear in an entirely 
different section of an alphabetical list and 
during a search it can be easily overlooked. 
 
 The translation into English of vowels, 
particular the German umlauts (ä, ö, and ü), as 
pronounced in different German dialects, defies 
formulation of exact rules.  However 
pronunciation of some spelling patterns is more 
consistent in the German language than in 
English.  The table below is a partial list of the 
substitutions that may have transformed 
German surnames into their English 
equivalents.  

 
   

German                English German                English 
Pronunciation         Spelling Pronunciation         Spelling 
 
a, as in Vater ......................................... au “-ns”..........................................................tz 
au ..............................................ow, ou, au i..................................................................e 
b, v...................................................... b, v ie ......................................................ie, ei,ee 
c, k, g .............................................. c, k, g j..................................................................y 
ch, gh, ck........................................... k, ck kn ...............................................................n 
d, t, th...............................................   d, th ö ...................................................er, a(*), ai 
e, ä, eh.............................. a(*)e, a(ending) p, b .........................................................p, b 
ei.............................................. ie, i(*)e, ie u ...........................................................oo, o 
e (ending) ......................................... e, ey ü.......................................................ee, ea, i 
f, v, w.............................................. f, v, w z ................................................................ ts 
 
* Consonant  


