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 It is an exhilarating experience to receive 
correspondence, written in a foreign tongue, 
which contains information about ancestors who 
lived in a foreign land.  And the do-it-yourself 
researcher who receives such an answer to his 
own written inquiry gets a double buzz for having 
coped with the so-called "language barrier" and 
used the proper strategy to get results.  The 
paragraphs below give some tips for such 
researchers. 
 
 Proper correspondence strategy is also 
important for those who feel the task of foreign 
research is too tedious to pursue by themselves 
and, instead, engage a researcher.  Even after a 
researcher is engaged, especially if he or she lives 
overseas, oversight and coordination are necessary 
to achieve satisfaction and control costs. 
 
Casual Correspondence 
 
 Those wishing to improve or revive their 
knowledge of German, or chance contacting an 
English correspondent, often obtain results far 
beyond their expectations. 
 
 A simple letter in either German or English, 
directed to the local Rathaus (town hall), 
Bibliothek (library), Touristbüro, or Historical 
Society should yield illustrated brochures, local 
maps, or titles and prices of local history volumes. 
 
 More than a few, searching for families with 
an unusual surname, have eventually made 
contact with distant cousins or friendly pen pals, 
anxious to practice their English writing skills. 
 
 Search the listing for your ancestral village, 
and the area immediately surrounding it, by using 
the German National Telephone Directory 
available on CD-ROM or the Internet. 
 
Getting Ready to Write Research Letters 
 
 Write requesting genealogical information or 
research services only after you have exhausted 
the possibilities of obtaining the information you 
seek in the US.  As a minimum you should have: 

 
1. Determined the religious faith and the 

variations and most likely spelling of the 
surname of the sought-for ancestors, 

 
2. Established the dates of events that may be 

recorded in foreign records, such as those for 
births, marriages, confirmation, and 
emigration. 

 
3. Learned the name of the village of origin, and, 

on detailed maps, located the village, and the 
boundaries of the Kreis and Provincial 
Domain in which it presently lays and also 
where it lay in 1871, the status-date often 
used for cataloging records. 

 
And, of utmost importance, 
 
4. You should have thoroughly searched the 

Family History Library Locality Catalog 
for sources pertaining to your ancestral 
village and the surrounding area, and 
reviewed the available records for your 
ancestral and neighboring villages. 

 
Where to Write 
 
 Write to the locality most likely to be the one 
where, the events in which your ancestors were 
involved were recorded. 
 
 Local civil registry offices were established in 
Germany during the 1800's and vital records may 
be available by writing the local Standesamt;  
Church records, likely to be the most fruitful 
resources, may be lodged at the local church, a 
"mother" church, or one or more archives, not 
necessarily in the immediate geographic area or 
available at all times. 
 
 Civil records such as tax, probate and court 
records, and later land records, usually lodged at 
the city archives or courthouse, are more difficult 
to access and the likelihood of finding ancestral 
names of immigrants (except in immigration 
permits) is limited. 
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 In early correspondence, it is perhaps just as 
important as requesting an extraction to ask about 
the present location of the sought-for records.  
This will enable further enquiries to be made. 
 
Your Recipients 
 
 Try to imagine the conditions under which 
your letter will be received.  If it is received at the 
parish office of a relatively large church in 
western Germany, someone who understands 
English and knows where the church records are 
lodged will read it.  However, they may not be 
familiar with genealogical research, and may not 
be able to read the records written in script.  Older 
parishioners can often be called in to search the 
records, and may be knowledgeable about 
neighboring parishes, local history and genealogy. 
 
 Perhaps your letter may have been forwarded 
to a pastor in a rural area who speaks little 
English, is extremely busy ministering to several 
parishes, and has only a part-time volunteer staff, 
if any.  Answering foreign hobby-mail may not be 
of high priority. 
 
 Then, unfortunately, there is also the 
possibility that your recipient may have had an 
unhappy experience with another less-than- 
grateful American genealogist and as a result is 
less than eager to oblige. 
 
 If received at an archive, your letter may be 
slowed by a flood of inquiries or slowed by 
bureaucratic constraints.  Archive personnel are 
usually knowledgeable about holdings of 
neighboring archives and quick to forward letters 
if necessary.  Archival documents are most often 
indexed by location and type of document, and 
only occasionally is there any kind of surname 
index. 
 
How To Write 
 
 Write in German, especially to churches or 
institutions in the less populated areas.  This will 
increase chances of receiving an answer, even 
though your first or subsequent letters may make 

contact with a bilingual correspondent.   Don't 
request nor expect an answer in English. 
 
 Use sample letters and sentences from one of 
the available letter-writing guides such as those 
given in References Nos. 1 & 2.  If you need a 
sentence not included in the references, a German 
student, teacher, or German-speaking friend 
should be able to compose one, but you should 
control the strategy used in the letter. 
 
 Keep the letter short and simple.  Do not 
overwhelm the recipient with numerous facts and 
fiction regarding your ancestor. Ask for only one 
extraction, and then only if you can supply 
name(s), place and date, within a year or so of 
the occurrence of an event.  A pedigree chart or 
family group sheet with a few question marks 
written in red at the key locations, may be more 
convenient for the recipient than excessive written 
text. 
 
 If name, date, and place, are not precisely 
known, remember to ask where the records for the 
time period of interest are lodged, and whether 
there is a parishioner or acquaintance living near 
the record storage locality. That person might be 
hired for research.  Remember that a researcher 
deals with records and is probably not a 
genealogist with knowledge of your family. 
 
 Always mention your willingness to pay for 
services---in Euros.  Specify a limit if desired, or 
if the recipient is a church, indicate your intent to 
make an appropriate contribution. 
 
Posting Your Letter 
 
 Be sure your letter is addressed to the correct 
locality.  Consult a detailed alphabetized list of 
villages to verify the spelling of the village name. 
 Confirm you have located the correct village, 
especially if there is more than one village with 
the name, by consulting detailed present-day maps 
and confirming with a second piece of 
information such as the name of a nearby city, the 
county or region. 
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 Confirm the German Postal Code Number, 
(Postleitzahl), by using a German Postal directory, 
or call the author.  The five-digit number should 
be nearly the same as that for number for villages 
in the near vicinity as shown on the map.  If it 
isn't, and the villages are in the same present-day 
province, you may be addressing a village with 
the intended name but located elsewhere!!  Be 
aware that Germany has consolidated many small 
villages into larger postal districts. 
 
Paying for Services Rendered 
 
 Enclose three or four International Reply 
Coupons (IRC's) with your letter of inquiry.  The 
recipient can exchange the coupons for stamps for 
the letter of reply.  Never use IRC's to compensate 
for services. 
 
 You will be expected to pay for research, 
copying and postal services at a rate comparable 
to that received by USA researchers. 
 
 The most satisfactory and least expensive 
method of payment is to send a draft denominated 
in Euros, obtainable for a fee of $3 from Ruesch 
International, 700 Eleventh St NW, Washington 
DC 20001-4507.  Call 1-800-424-2923 for current 
information and ordering. 
 
Take the Long View 
 
 If at first you do not succeed, you are about 
normal.  Don't give up.  Review your USA 
sources and research information obtained from 
them.  If possible examine the primary sources, or 
photo-reproductions of them, for possible clues 
previously overlooked. 
 
 Even if village records are said to have been 
"lost" there is always the possibility that the next 
attempt may reveal the location.  The archive 
storing extant records for the neighboring villages 
(see FHL filming locations given in the Locality 
Catalog) may be most likely to know the status of 
the missing records for your village. 
 
 Broaden your vista of the ancestral village 

area.  Remember the village name which may 
have come to you via "family tradition" may not 
have been the parish where the birth or marriage 
was recorded, or have been only a temporary 
dwelling place, the last village of residence, or the 
home village of a relative with another surname.  
Re-examine your assumption about the religious 
faith of your ancestor. 
 
 Your initial correspondence may be only the 
first stepping-stone to a vast storehouse of 
genealogical records covering several generations 
that you will eventually examine or have extracted 
by a local researcher. 
 
 And last, but not least, your correspondence, 
whether in English or a foreign tongue, may lead 
to contacts with pen-pals, distant cousins, and / or 
local historians, which will some day culminate in 
a visit to your ancestral land. 
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