
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. 46 – ASKING FOR GERMAN GENEALOGICAL RESEARCH HELP  
 

 Page 1 of 3 © September 2004 

 Sooner or later, those who search for 
German ancestors may need help in 
accomplishing a specific research task, obtaining 
information not readily available, or carrying out 
some "open-ended" research.  Care taken in the 
preparation of a request for help, especially if 
directed overseas, can reduce costs, save time, 
and help in getting satisfactory results. 
 
 The scope and content of your request for 
help will depend on the status of your research 
and your desire to be actively involved.  You 
may identify with one of the following 
researcher categories: 
 
 A. You have completed domestic 
research as far as seems possible, but do not 
want to "get into" foreign research. However 
you would like very much to have it done by 
someone else.  To avoid possible duplication of 
your efforts by those of a consultant, you should 
complete your domestic research on the lines in 
question, as far as you are able, documenting the 
results for use by your helper.  References 1 and 
2 contain numerous ideas on stateside research. 
 
 B. You have done considerable domestic 
and some foreign research. But now you need 
help with discrete tasks encountered while 
conducting further German research.  The pages 
of Reference 2 will prove invaluable. 
 
 C. You have done some foreign research. 
But in the process you have come to what seems 
an insurmountable barrier, and would like 
specific ideas for breaching it, or help in 
obtaining key information needed to proceed 
with further research. 
 
 Below are tips for preparing a request for 
help, which may apply to the above situations. 
 
Getting Help With Discrete, Well-Defined 
Tasks 
 
 Script Reading and Translation - 
Translators usually like to see a photocopy 
sample of the material to be translated, and a 
count of the number of entries or pages, 
particularly if written in script, before they give 
an estimate of the cost to do the translation.  The 

translator can more accurately judge the 
magnitude of the job if you send over- and 
under-exposed photocopy samples of script. 
 
 If the text is written, and you are not 
familiar with the translator, ask for a typescript 
(word-for-word transcript, in German), and 
request that any elements about which the 
interpretation is doubtful, be indicated with a "?" 
mark.   This will enable verification that all 
words, abbreviations, and marks in the original 
text are accounted for.  If this is not done, a 
translator who is not also a genealogist, may 
assume you will be satisfied with "the general 
idea" or that some words or symbols "don't 
really matter". 
 
 Sometimes the material is extensive, or 
contains surnames and place-names not familiar 
to the translator.  They will appreciate receiving 
a detailed map (better than 1:300,000 scale) and 
a family group sheet or ancestry chart of the 
families mentioned in the text. 
 
 Research Correspondence - Research 
correspondence, particularly letters written to 
make initial contacts, should be written in the 
native language of the recipient, usually 
German.  Asking correspondents to answer in 
English may be taken as ill-mannered, does not 
usually meet with success, and your letter may 
never be answered. 
 
 To compose letters and interpret return 
correspondence, you will probably need the help 
of a translator.  Unless your translator is an 
experienced genealogist, and you have also 
engaged him or her to do your research, you 
should keep control of the research strategy 
embodied in your inquiry letters. 
 
 Keep the text brief to lessen the chance of 
misunderstanding.  Use simple sentences, 
regardless of the capability of the translator, in 
either German or the English language.  If you 
do so, a less experienced translator such as an 
upper-division student majoring in German can 
reliably translate your research correspondence. 
 
 If a specific name, date, and place for an 
event is known, and the context of your question 
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matches that of a "canned" letter", you can 
usually initiate a contact and obtain answers by 
using phrases and letters such as those in 
Reference 3. 
 
 Finding Genealogical Sources.  Some 
sources you seek, be they primary (original) 
records or a secondary (published) reference, 
such as a village history or family data book, 
may not be readily found without a direct 
inquiry. 
 
 Before asking via correspondence for help 
in finding a secondary (published) source you 
should painstakingly search the catalog of the 
Family History Library (FHL), review what is 
available on the Internet, and take advantage of 
the Interlibrary Loan service at larger libraries.  
Keep in mind however, that only a few copies of 
local publications may have been printed, 
perhaps years ago, and cataloging information 
may not yet (or ever) be entered in the newer 
electronic indexes. 
 
 Primary sources may not have been 
microfilmed and might be lodged in civil, 
church or private archives quite some distance 
from their origin.  Thoroughly search the 
Locality Catalog of the FHL if you are seeking 
primary (original, scanned or filmed) sources 
such as parish church records.  Become familiar 
with the geography of your ancestral area, 
suspecting that the home of your ancestors may 
have been in a tiny hamlet but they attended 
church in a nearby larger village for which 
records could be available. 
 
 Before concluding that it is necessary to 
write overseas, search the available records from 
neighboring parishes in your ancestral area, 
looking for mention of your ancestral village and 
your more unusual ancestral surnames. 
 
 Requesting "Open-Ended" Research - 
Projects such as "finding all the ancestors and 
siblings of "Johannes Schimmel" can be costly, 
but the total outlay may be far less than the cost 
of residing near your ancestral village to do the 
research yourself and possibly hiring a local 
translator while there. 
 

 Here are some ideas for saving research 
costs: 
 
 Organize your research in definable 
blocks, so that it is not open-ended.  Ask key 
questions, the answers of which may be 
stepping-stones to further research.  If the task is 
not well defined, take the long view.  It is 
tempting, but not realistic, to expect to hit a 
"Mother Lode" with the first request for help. 
 
 One Picture is Worth a Thousand 
Words - Show your paid researcher (or helpful 
friend) what is known of the lineage in question.  
Instead of doing this with a pack of verbiage, 
send a clearly drawn ancestor chart and family 
group sheet(s) for the generations involved.  
These can be in English.  Assign reference 
numbers to the names, dates, and locations 
corresponding to the items in an accompanying 
source list. 
 
 Tell What Has Already Been Done - 
This may avoid duplication of your efforts by 
those of the hired researcher.  Supply a list of 
research attempts and sources checked which 
did not yield sought-for information. 
 
 If the accuracy or existence of a bit of 
information is in question and particularly 
critical, such as a place-name, surname, or date, 
and appears in only one source, then the genesis 
of the solitary source should be made known to 
the researcher. 
 
   This is particularly true of data based on 
"family tradition", which may have passed 
through several generations, spoken or written, 
in English, foreign, or dialectic tongue, by 
imaginative but well-meaning relatives. 
 
 What you know about such a critical 
source might be the key enabling your 
researcher to unscrambling the puzzle.  And in 
the process of compiling the genesis of a critical 
source, you may even crack the code yourself. 
 
 Selecting a Researcher - Members and 
friends of your German genealogical society 
may offer helpful suggestions and some may 
have solved similar problems or engaged a 
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researcher to do so.  Those skilled in the 
language, scrip reading, or other practical 
research may offer to take on small research 
tasks or help with correspondence. 
 
 Numerous researchers advertise and list 
their skills in the genealogical journals.  For 
German research, use of the FHL or a FHC is 
usually a "must".  Researchers situated near Salt 
Lake City have quick access to the materials, 
some of which may not be available at outlying 
Family History Centers. 
 
 If research in Germany is required, the 
researcher should be located near the village of 
interest, or the location where records are 
lodged.  Researchers not living in the area of 
interest would need to commute to the parish or 
archive, and might not be familiar with the 
location of local records, geo-history, parish 
jurisdictions, and other details essential for 
efficient searching. 
 
 Parish offices, nearby archives, libraries, 
and local historical and genealogical societies 
may offer the names of local researchers for 
hire.  See Reference 4. 
 
 Paying For Research Done - Initial 
contact letters, and those sent before a working 
agreement is reached, should be accompanied by 
a self-addressed and stamped envelope, or if 
addressed overseas, three or four International 
Reply Coupons (IRC's), which are available at 
larger U.S. Post offices.  Please don't use IRC's 
as a substitute for currency or check, when 
paying for services.  The recipient probably will 
not be able to redeem more coupons than those 
required for postage. 
 
 Initial payment for overseas help can be 
made by ordering a check, denominated in 
euro's, from International Currency Express, 
427 North Camden Dr., Beverly Hills CA 
90210, 888-278-6628.  Payment can be made by 
credit card and the check will be mailed to you 
for transmittal to the payee. 
 
 Once an acquaintance is made by mail to a 
private address, moderate sized payments can be 

made using paper currency, with only nominal 
risk. 
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