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 Researchers attempting to find ancestors 
who lived in the eastern provinces of the former 
German empire may meet unexpected 
challenges.  Instead of experiencing instant 
"genealogical gratification", to which many are 
accustomed, it may be necessary to use a more 
deliberate and indirect research strategy. 
 
 The "eastern provinces" considered here, 
include eastern parts of Pomerania (Pommern) 
and Brandenburg, East and West Prussia 
(Preussen), Posen, and Silesia (Schlesien).  
German-speaking inhabitants of Sudetenland, 
now part of the Czech Republic, but not an 
"eastern province", underwent somewhat similar 
historical experiences. 
 
 Research for German-speaking ancestors 
from the east sector means looking for evidence 
originating in German communities that no 
longer exist.  The German-speaking inhabitants 
who lived in the provinces before World War II 
left under violent or traumatic conditions, and 
many of their conventional genealogical records 
became scattered, and in many cases lost or 
destroyed. 
 
 But one should never give up hope.  Proceed 
at a slower pace.  Instead of getting "hung-up" 
because the vital records for a particular ancestor 
cannot be found, broaden your vision and begin 
to build a "body of knowledge" about the 
province, county (Kreis), and villages.  You may 
be amazed at the information available and the 
contacts that can be made through diligent and 
patient research.  Several good references are 
available which give research tips, names and 
addresses of other researchers, heritage 
organizations, former inhabitants etc.   
 
 Even the task of finding the village of origin 
may be complicated for some areas.  Reference 
No. 1 lists the German names and locations of 
villages in the eastern provinces.  However it 
may be necessary to consult the gazetteers in 
other languages that are available via the Family 
History Library (FHL).  Modern detailed maps 

with place names in German and Polish are 
helpful to researchers and travelers.  See 
Reference No. 2. 
 
Historical Background 
 
 A well-founded knowledge of the history of 
the eastern provinces, their settlement, existence, 
and demise may help the researcher formulate 
new search alternatives when no records seem 
available. 
 
 Accounts of early settlement in the eastern 
provinces abound, and vary somewhat in detail, 
depending on the heritage of the author and his 
point of view.  Most agree that in medieval times 
Slavic and other tribes sparsely settled the 
territories east of the Oder River.  Both East and 
West claim to have brought Christianity to the 
tribes, punctuated by the footholds made by 
Teutonic knights along the Baltic coast and the 
main in-land rivers.  Hanseatic trade later 
flourished in the coastal and river cities. 
 
 Between conflicts, people of various ethnic 
and religious backgrounds lived somewhat side-
by-side under the "protection" of their 
sponsoring colonizers and landlords to whom 
they, in turn, paid fealty and rendered service. 
 
 In later centuries, more and more German 
immigrants settled the sparsely populated areas, 
developed the farmland, rejuvenated the cities, 
and expanded or started new villages.  By the 
1800s, much of the northern part of the 
provinces was inhabited by predominately 
protestant Germans. 
 
 With the creation of Poland and 
Czechoslovakia after World War I, Germans 
residing in Posen, West Preussen, upper 
Schlesien and Sudetenland found themselves 
living as minorities under foreign rule.  The 
demarcation of land, sometimes done arbitrarily, 
at times by plebiscite, continued into the 1920s.   
However mass expulsion did not occur at that 
time and civil events causing destruction or loss 
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of genealogical records were not too significant. 
 
 During World War II, however, the eastern 
provinces were the sites of fierce fighting and 
the area underwent terrible trauma during which 
many civilians perished.  In the last months of 
the war, many German-speaking people, whose 
families had lived in their home villages for 
generations, fled in advance of the Russian army 
with only what they could carry on their backs. 
 
 Many hid and wandered through the 
countryside, some returning to their homes 
where they worked for the new occupants.  
Others succeeded in crossing the Oder River into 
central Germany. 
 
 After the war, those ethnic Germans who 
remained in the eastern provinces were forced, 
on short notice, to leave their homeland, carrying 
very few possessions, and underwent repeated 
plundering, while being "voluntarily" deported 
in accordance with the terms of the Potsdam 
agreement.  Catholic refugees from eastern 
Poland and other areas converted Protestant 
churches for their use.  Civil archives came 
under jurisdiction of administrators who had 
little use or respect for the records left by the 
expelled German-speaking people. 
 
 Detailed statistics, narrative, and supporting 
documentation on the expulsions are examined 
in detail in Reference No. 3 written by Alfred de 
Zayas, an American historian. 
 
 In spite of the tragedy, some genealogical 
records reached German territory and were 
saved.  Other records found their way to Polish 
and Russian archives, but until recent years 
cataloging, storage, access, and use has been 
severely restricted.  However, portions of the 
holdings of the larger Polish archives have been 
filmed by the Family History Library (FHL). 
 
 Other records found their way to smaller 
civil, church, and private archives, or the hands 
of collectors scattered throughout Germany and 

neighboring lands.  These surviving records are a 
scattered "haystack" in which, especially for 
Americans, the genealogical "needle" is not 
easily found. 
 
 Those who fled or were expelled from the 
eastern provinces, although scattered in all parts 
of Germany and other countries, have organized 
heritage groups associated with the various 
provinces, homeland counties, and towns.  
Various cities in central and western Germany 
formed custodial relationships, at least by name, 
with cities in the eastern provinces, providing a 
home-away-from-home for the expellees where 
regular meetings are held and memorabilia 
collected. 
 
 Associations at the provincial level often 
maintain libraries and museums where the 
families of expellees collect and compile 
historical and genealogical material.  The 
provincial genealogist may know of the 
existence of records lodged in out-of-the-way 
places.  Also, larger archives occasionally 
recommend further inquiry in a specific smaller 
archive thought to have records pertaining to a 
specific area. 
 
Research Guides 
 
 Two frequently used guides for research in 
the eastern provinces are listed as Reference 
Nos. 4 and 5.  Reference No. 4, was originally 
written in German by the German research group 
specializing in eastern research, and has been 
subsequently translated into English.  The 
AGoFF Wegweiser (Guide) gives detailed 
descriptions of the land divisions and regions 
where the expellees lived and the addresses of 
research organizations, archives and libraries. 
 
 Reference No. 5, includes individual sections 
addressing procedures for conducting research in 
the present-day political domains, lots of 
addresses and possible contacts. 
 
 If you wish to use the Internet and Web sites 
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as a way of gathering information and making 
contacts, start your introductory e-search at  
http://feefhs.org/ home page of The Federation 
of Eastern European Family History Societies 
(FEEFHS).  

 
 Part 2, to be included in the next issue, will 
include tips on research procedures. 
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