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 Most early German-speaking immigrants, 
and those who made the trip during the "great 
tide" of the mid 1800s, are likely to have come 
from rural areas.  There were not yet many large 
cities; by 1905, except for Berlin, there were only 
ten cities of more than 250,000 inhabitants. 
(Reference No. 1)  The country folk were more 
likely to leave their homeland than their urban 
neighbors probably because they were less 
skilled, had less mobility, and had the greatest to 
gain by emigrating. 
 
 The only "clue" to the origin of an immigrant 
may be a "tradition" that he or she came from 
some well-known urban location such as Berlin, 
München, or Frankfurt.  Some immigrants did.  
However the name of a well-known city was also 
easily attached to a family story; the location may 
have been confused with the port of embarkation 
(Hamburg, Bremen, Rotterdam, or "Holland", 
Germany), or by misreading a hand-written 
provincial name such as Württemberg, which 
sometimes has been assumed to be Wittenberg. 
 
 Immigrants may also use the name of a more 
familiar larger nearby city rather than the name 
of the village from whence they actually came. 
 
 Keep an open mind regarding the likelihood 
of "big city" origins.  Search again the available 
family home sources, artifacts, and primary 
source documents for clues leading to a specific 
village of origin, or a provincial or regional name 
which might support origination in a city. 
 
 Larger present-day cities may have a dozen 
or more parish districts.  The neighborhood 
districts, formerly isolated villages, are cataloged 
along with outlying country villages, in modern 
gazetteers such as the Shell Euroatlas, available 
at Denver Public Library (DPL) and also in older 
gazetteers like Meyers Orts- und Verkehrs- 
Lexikon (German gazetteer), available at DPL 
and most Family History Centers (FHC). 
 
Occupations and Dwelling Places 
 
 After arriving in America, immigrants tended 
to continue the same vocation formerly pursued 

in their homeland.  Those connected with 
agriculture were inclined to settle in the country 
or, if they had a secondary skill, such as weaving, 
shoe making, or blacksmithing, in smaller 
American towns. 
 
 Tradesmen and blue-collar citizens in 
Europe, such as clerks, printers, innkeepers, 
merchants, butchers, victuallers, even barrel-
makers, were less likely to settle on an American 
homestead, work as a farmhand, teamster, or 
herdsman, or dig in a mine.  Use your 
imagination to test the likelihood of having an 
ancestor who really lived in a large European 
city. 
 
More and Better Records 
 
 Cities grew at different rates; some small 
towns that never grew appreciably became 
dwarfed by neighboring population centers.  The 
governments of growing cities "gobbled up" 
surrounding villages.  Researchers may find that 
the increased formality of city government 
[bureaucracy] actually increases the opportunity 
for finding sought-for ancestors: 
 - City records are frequently more complete, 
consistent in format and content, and have better 
indexes than records kept in outlying parishes or 
rural district offices. 
 - Scribes in city churches sometimes kept 
records in a neater format than was kept by frugal 
soul-keepers in the outlying villages. 
 - City church books are more frequently 
indexed, and more often later recopied, extracted, 
or partially published. 
 - Vital records were often begun in urban 
areas somewhat before they were in outlying 
villages. 
 - City directories, Bürgerlisten [Citizen 
Registration Rolls], guild and trade registrations, 
and migration and police records, are often also 
available. 
 
City Archives and Libraries  
 
 If the sought-for family name is relatively 
rare, the early citywide lists and directories may 
yield a clue to the section of the city in which the 
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family lived.  Additional study, using a detailed 
map, may yield the location of the ancestral 
parish church. 
 
 Collections at the City Libraries vary widely, 
but may include sections oriented specifically 
toward history of the city area.  Larger cities 
almost always have civil archives and may also 
be the site of Central Church Archives.  (See 
Chapter 6 of Reference No. 2) Occasionally these 
facilities have card-files, by surname, for the 
outlying rural areas. 
 
 Over the generations, residents of 
surrounding villages tended to migrate to the 
nearby larger town.  Surnames of families in 
villages surrounding small and medium-sized 
cities may appear in directories and rolls 
compiled by the cities.  If the sought-for name is 
reasonably rare, clues to outlying ancestral 
villages of origin may result.  This technique is 
usually not successful for large cities because 
people migrated to them from other cities and 
from a larger surrounding area. 
 
Family History Library Sources 
 
 In addition to the usual sources generated in 
country villages and at larger-parish levels, the 
Family History Library (FHL) has filmed many 
of the additional “city” records mentioned above. 
 
 Examine, item-by-item, entries under the city 
name of interest as listed in the Locality Catalog 
at your local FHC.  The entries will include 
numerous neighborhood names, formerly isolated 
villages, followed by the comment "now part of 
Metropolis-X".  [The "now" presumably means 
"today", and is not to be confused with the 
political domains of 1871 used for organizing the 
German Locality Catalog]. 
 
Genealogists and Genealogical Societies 
 
 Larger cities are certain to have historical and 
genealogical societies concentrating on the local 
urban area.  With a solid clue to the approximate 
family location, or the record needed, these 
organizations and their circle of local, 

experienced genealogists can open many doors, 
and save the out-of-town researcher time and 
money.  (See Chapter 31 of Reference No. 2) 
 
Visit Your Ancestral Neighborhood 
 
 If you are fortunate to have a street address, 
you may be able to find the location of a city 
ancestral home on the first try.  However, 
occasionally the names of more important 
thoroughfares have changed with the political 
winds.  Verify the existence of a present-day 
street by consulting the Postleitzahlenbuch 
(German ZIP code Directory), available at DPL.  
 
House numbers may or may not be in 
consecutive order and a purely logical and 
regular order may mean the house numbers have 
been reassigned.  You can inquire at the Rathaus 
about possible renumbering. 
 
 As you drive along city streets, boundaries of 
former villages may be discernable from 
changing street names, discontinuities in the 
house numbers, and quaint angles with which 
streets in intersect.  Village centers are usually 
identifiable by the existence of a civic square, 
and often by the grounds of the parish church. 
 
 If spared the ravages of war and 
commercialism, the facades of older buildings, 
the "down-town" of former villages, may be 
recognizable as you tread the paths of your 
ancestors. 
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