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 The words in church book entries that 
indicate occupation and dwelling place of 
the participants can often be used to separate 
them from others with similar names.  
Occasionally when inhabitants have 
identical names, and record entries are brief, 
these attributes may offer the only basis for 
identifying your ancestor and determining 
correct ancestral lines.  When extracting 
entries from primary sources always extract 
the occupations and dwelling places along 
with the names of all participants. 
 
TRADE AND CRAFT DESIGNATORS 
  
 Some of our ancestors lived in or near 
larger cities.  Those who were tradesmen 
and craftsmen, after finishing their 
apprenticeship, expected to work in other 
localities as journeymen.  In individual 
written records, entered during his life span, 
a carpenter might first be called a 
Lehrling(er) (apprentice), then a 
Zimmergesell (journeyman carpenter), and 
later in life a Zimmermeister (master 
carpenter).  Some type of carpentry would 
likely have been his life work, and minor 
changes in the occupational name are to be 
expected.  Skilled craftsmen may have 
moved considerable distances, but major 
occupational changes were unlikely. 
 
 Rural, working-class, residents may have 
worked part-time at "cottage industry" 
crafts.  In addition to their primary 
occupation, they may be designated with a 
second occupational name like Weber 
(weaver), Korber (basket maker), or Imker 
(bee-keeper), giving the researcher an even 
better chance of identification.  These home 
craftsmen usually learned their trade from 
the family and probably did not move or 
follow the classifications given the 
journeymen. 

 
PLACES OF RESIDENCE  
 
 Most immigrant ancestors lived in small 
rural villages with distinctive place names.  
Those who met and married someone from 
another village may have later moved nearer 
the in-laws or, in old age, to the village of a 
son or daughter. However most remained in 
their home village their entire life.  
Economic and social structure in the villages 
was tied to the land and landowners.  
Occupational changes or "promotions" were 
rare, so many carried the same (or a similar) 
occupation "tag" throughout their lives.  
These tags often help in differentiating 
between inhabitants with similar names. 
 
 Dwelling places were recorded quite 
consistently in church book entries.  If at 
first it seems localities are not given, don't 
forget that the words "dahier" and 
"hiessigen", mean the resident lives locally, 
and "dasselbe" or "dergleiche(n)" mean the 
locality is the same as previously mentioned. 
 All or any of these terms may be 
abbreviated.  (Look for guides to 
abbreviations in future Forschungshilfes!) 
 
IDENTIFYING ANCESTORS USING 
OCCUPATIONAL TAGS 
 
 As scribes came and went, the way of 
recording occupations varied.  At times, 
except for those at the top of the social 
ladder, the occupations may have been 
omitted, or were replaced by non-descriptive 
terms like "Einwohner" (inhabitant), or 
maybe "Gemeindsmann" (commoner or 
parishioner) 
 
 Terminology varied with geographic 
area, dialect, and era.  Become familiar with, 
and learn to write and abbreviate, the words 
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for the occupations appearing in the records 
of your ancestral village. 
 
 Watch for the occupation and residence 
entered in the record of the marriage and 
look for them to be repeated in the birth 
records when children were born to the 
couple.  Small changes in occupation are to 
be expected.  For instance when the first 
child was born, the father may have been a 
"Knecht" (servant), and later may have been 
called "Arbeiter", but would probably never 
rise above the class of a rural laborer. 
 
  Over the generations, as the rural areas 
became more overpopulated, it became less 
likely that the inhabitants would achieve the 
social or economic status of their parents.  
This trend can often be observed. 
 
     Occupations (and residences) of 
Baptismal Sponsors, who were often close 
relatives of the parents, may confirm their 
identity and give clues of the neighboring 
villages where relatives and earlier or later 
ancestors lived. 
 
INTERPRETING OCCUPATIONAL 
NAMES 
 
 We all seek clues to the true occupation 
and social standing of our ancestors.  The 
list below is a rough grouping of rural 
occupational levels, beginning at the bottom 
with the commoners and laborers, and 
ending at the top with the proprietors, 
freemen, and citizens. 
 

 Precise interpretation and ranking of 
occupational titles is difficult, as is shown 
by a few examples:  Using definitions from 
the references below, one would conclude 
that a "Büdener" is a cottager.  But a 
"Büdner" is not only a cottager, but may also 
be one who sells small articles from a 
market booth, or a stall keeper, which could 
mean anything from a horse breeder to a 
farmhand who cleans the stables! 
 
 No definition for "Häusling" has been 
found.  It is a synonym for Cottager, but 
could also mean house servant.  A "Waffen" 
is a weapon, but a "Waffenschmied" is a 
smith who works on farm tools and not 
guns.  "Richter" according to modern 
dictionaries, means a judge, but it is more 
probable that one with this designation, was 
the village constable or night watchman, or 
citizen-juror.  Have fun determining the true 
occupations of your ancestors, but don't be 
too imaginative! 
 
 Use the occupation and place-name 
"tags", together with names and dates, in 
determining the correct ancestral branching. 
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SOME TYPICAL RURAL OCCUPATIONS 
 
Proprietor: Eigenthumer, Besitzer, Herr (for professionals) 
 
Citizen, Village: Freymann or Burger (Citizen with rights), Arendator (estate lessee), 
 
 
Leader: Schuiz (Mayor), Dorfrichter (constable), Kirchenvorsteher (church elder) 
 
Tradesman/Manager: Handler or Kaufman (peddler or merchant), Ackerwirth (farm 
 operator), Pachter (lessee) 
 
Farmer: Vollbauer (large farmer), Bauer, Halb or Kleinbauer (small farmer) 
 
 
Cottager: Cossathe or Kossate, Biidner, Neubauer, Neusiedler (or small farmer), Lehner 
 
Lodger/Renter: Beybauer, Einlieger, Beileger 
 
Miscellaneous: Wittwer (widower), Wittwe (widow), Hausfrau (housewife), Nachtwachter 
 (night watchman), Unterofflzier (non-com officer), Grenadier (military) 
 
Laborer: Arbeiter or Arbeitsmann, Tagelohner (day laborer) 
 
Servant/Farm: Dienst (servant), Dienstmagd or Dienstknecht 
 
Worker: Schweinhirt (pig herd), Hausling (house servant). 
 
 
Resident: Einwohner (inhabitant), Gemeindsmann (commoner or parishioner), Beysass 
 (renter without citizenship), Infrau (female inhabitant) 
 
 
REFERENCES: 
Verdenhalven, Fritz, Familienkundliches Worterbuch, Verlag Degener & Co., Neustadt/Aisch, 
1969 
Jare H. Suess, Central European Genealogical Terminology, Everton Publishers, Inc., PO Box 
368 Logan UT 84321, 1978 
Harold T. Betteridge, Ed., The New Cassells German Dictionary, Funk and Wagnalls Co., New 
York, 1958 
 


