
FORSCHUNGSHILFE 
Research Tips And Techniques For Finding Your Germanic Speaking Ancestor 

By L. T. Ostwald, 600 Juniper Av., Boulder CO 80304, 303-443-9466 
NO. 38 – RESEARCH STRATEGY  FOR THE EASTERN PROVINCES OF THE GERMAN EMPIRE-

PART 2 
 

 Page 1 of 3 © September 2000 

Building a Body of Knowledge 
 
 Genealogical records for localities in the 
eastern provinces may be difficult or impossible 
to find.  However, building a body of knowledge 
about your ancestors and their European origin 
will aid in carrying out your strategy and may 
bring you in contact with those most able to give 
assistance with your family research. 
 
 Eventually, you will encounter the so-called 
language barrier and, unless you are somewhat 
fluent in German, it may be necessary to obtain 
help from a translator. It is not necessary that the 
translator be an experienced genealogist to carry 
out correspondence or translation of printed 
material.  You will be in control of the research 
strategy.  For translation of early records 
however, it is essential that the translator be able 
to read early handwritten script and familiar with 
early genealogical records. 
 
Start at Home 
 
 You will need all the "freebie" clues and bits 
of information you can find before embarking on 
your overseas search for ancestors who lived in 
areas that are no longer German.  Review what 
data you have, including old documents, letters, 
pictures and memorabilia.  Expand your search to 
include the ancestral neighbors and others who 
settled in the same area in America. 
 
 Begin networking with others who have done 
research or have information on families from the 
same European district. 
 
 If your family resided in a so-called "ethnic" 
community you may get a jump-start with your 
foreign research through contacts with other 
families who came from a common origin and 
settled in the local area.   Even though your 
family seemed to have settled in a "melting-pot" 
community, it is not likely that they migrated 
alone and settled among total strangers.  
Thorough research may reveal association and 
intermarriage with other German families 
heretofore not recognized. 

 
 Expand your body of knowledge by making 
general searches of newspapers, death notices, 
local history notes, and the records kept by 
neighborhood churches, the turnverein and 
lodges, for clues and tidbits about associated 
German families and their former homeland 
district. 
 
 If you have not yet located your village and 
the Kreis in which it was located, use Reference  
No. 1 before proceeding to the more elaborate 
gazetteers mentioned in Part 1 of this article. 
 
 
Survey Readily Available Published Sources 
 
 Get started by reviewing the sources for your 
ancestral locality available via the Family History 
Library.  Search item-by-item through Topics at 
all levels of the Locality Catalog for your 
ancestral province under GERMANY, 
PREUSSEN, and for your village and the cities 
and villages near your ancestral location.  You 
may find it easier to do this search, and be less 
likely to overlook an item of interest, by using 
the Microfiche version of the catalog.  Keep a 
detailed map (1:100,000) in hand.  Although 
available records may not include those from 
your ancestral village, those from neighboring 
villages are better than no record at all. 
 
 
American-Based Ethnic Societies 
 
 Make inquiries and join stateside 
genealogical organizations that target your area 
of interest.  These may be as small as local 
community groups or larger groups such as that 
those devoted to the Pomeranian immigrants who 
populated much of Wisconsin and neighboring 
areas.  The larger associations may have active 
genealogical research groups, libraries, and 
subgroups with interests in individual townships 
(Kreise) or cities in the eastern provinces. 
 
 Members of these groups may know much 
more about the European background than you 
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do, may have already made contact with heritage 
groups in Europe, or even with a former 
inhabitant of your ancestral village. 
 
Foreign-Based Heritage Groups 
 
 Many of the German towns and cities were 
"adopted" by some "sister city" (Patenstadt) in 
present-day Germany.  Heritage organizations 
often maintain small museums or libraries, 
publish newsletters and hold periodic reunions.  
To find whether a heritage organization exists for 
your ancestral district or Kreis, write to the 
appropriate provincial heritage group listed in 
Reference No. 4 or Reference No.  7. 
 
 Through these heritage groups you may 
make contact with individuals who once lived in 
your ancestral area or village prior to the 
expulsion, and are avid genealogists and 
historians.  If you make an inquiry and get a 
response, be generous with your compensation, 
even though the results may not be encouraging. 
 
Searching in Foreign Archives and Parishes 
 
 Surviving records that originated in localities 
in the former eastern provinces may be lodged in 
most any of the larger archives of central 
Germany.  Some idea of the distribution may be 
gained by noting the filming location on FHL 
Locality Catalog entries.  Those archives that 
have not been “filmed” may have compiled a list 
of their holdings that may be available via the 
FHL or from associated German libraries and 
archives. 
 
 Procedures for contacting provincial archives 
in the former German areas are given in 
Reference No. 5.   Contacts with Polish archives 
must be made via the national archives in 
Warsaw.  Requests should include both the 
earlier German and the present-day place-name, 
township, and county designation.  The 
probability of success is not good. 
 
 Inquiries to Czech Republic and Slovakian 
archives are presumably still handled through 

their National Archive Administration. See 
Reference  No. 5. 
 
 There exist today only a few Protestant 
churches in Poland, and these are located in the 
larger cities.  Records of country German 
churches, most of which were Protestant, are not 
likely to be found in the corresponding, present-
day, Catholic parishes, but instead, if they 
survived, have been lodged in the government 
archives.  Never give up hope that records may 
yet come forth from private hands or remote 
archives. 
 
Libraries - Sources of Local History 
 
 Study the local history of your ancestral 
area available from large stateside libraries via 
interlibrary loan.  If possible study histories by 
native authors, or those that have been 
translated from the language of your ancestors.  
Favor those works that target specific areas and 
events, and reference primary sources, rather 
than more general histories that often may 
narrate only the political and governmental 
history. 
 
 The catalogs of German libraries are often 
accessible via the Internet, but like similar 
American catalogs, they may not include older 
publications. 
 
 A new comprehensive historical series, 
pertaining to the eastern German provinces, 
gives numerous references to original sources, 
and local artifacts. (See Reference No. 6)  With 
the help of your translator you can select parts 
for translation and examine the supporting 
footnotes and references.  Some, if not most, of 
the referenced journals are available in the US. 
 
 Histories written by English-speaking 
authors prior to 1900 or so may be freer of the 
"spin" given to articles written in later years for 
use in American public schools.  Even 
descriptive material such as that in an 1890 
vintage encyclopedia is apt to be more 
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pertinent to your needs than the treatments in 
modern-day American historical accounts. 
 
 For a glimpse of the most recent history of 
your ancestral locality, study the events that 
took place just prior to and during the 
expulsion.  Description, or even mention, of 
the expulsion may be difficult to find in 
American history books, but many accounts are 
documented, and available in larger libraries or 
holdings of provincial historical societies 
headquartered in modern-day Germany. 
 
E-mail and Internet Capability 
 
 Don't underestimate the power of modern-
day Internet.  True, you may not find a specific 
reference to your ancestor, but information 
found on the Internet may serve as a stepping-
stone toward a major breakthrough. 
 
 For openers, refer to the Eastern European 
Research Organization at www.feefhs.org/ or 
www.juling.de/AGoFF/cgibin/research.cgi 
 
 A general search using the words Deutsche 
+ Familieforschung or + Genealogie will open 
German sites, (.de) many of which have 
selectable versions in English. 
 
Visiting the Former Eastern Provinces 
 
 Visit your ancestral area if you can.  Travel 
conditions and accommodations in Poland and 
other eastern areas are much improved. If you 
drive, use a modest-style/sized car and when 
possible park overnight in private or guarded 
parking areas. 
 
 In the northern (Baltic) and western areas 
the younger people often speak some English.  
Interpreters and guides can usually be 
contacted at the larger local hotels. 
 
 Organized German minority groups in the 
larger cities welcome German-speaking 

visitors.  You are not likely to find German-
speaking people living in the small, remote 
villages from whence your ancestors came. 
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