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 To identify German script letters, it may be 
necessary to look beyond the "disguise" added by 
penmanship habits of the scribe.  Many lower-case 
letters can be identified because a key telltale feature 
of the letter remains, even though the letter appears 
quite different than the corresponding letter in a 
recognized "style" of handwriting. 
 
 In preparation for searching in microfilmed 
German church records you've honed your 
genealogical vocabulary, located your ancestor's 
village of origin, and practiced writing the names of 
the neighboring villages, together with variant 
spellings of your ancestral surnames. 
   
 You have wisely started searching in the records 
of the mid 1800's since there are fewer "styles" of 
handwriting than in the earlier records.  By studying 
these later records you will learn to recognize 
surnames and locations before seriously attempting to 
read the earlier records.   
 Some names, dates and places may be written in 
recognizable Roman (Latin) script.  But beyond that 
it may look hopeless.  There are many short 
squiggles, possibly abbreviations, and there is no 
punctuation. 
 
Unlike our familiar Roman lower-case letters, which 
are formed using either convex or concave segments, 
the lower case letters written in "casual" German 
script are made with mostly straight segments and 
sharp reversals, making many letters appear similar, 
and longer words look like rows of saw teeth. 
 
 Although eventually you will be reading by 
recognizing words, in the beginning you will be 
deciphering words by recognizing individual letters.  
The expanded guide, showing many different styles 
of writing is helpful, but many of the letters in the 
record may not match any of the styles.   
 
 Samples shown in the accompanying figure 
show the effect of handwriting habits on readability.  
The upper sample is from a birth entry, written in 
narrative form, in an 1815 Church book.  The second 

sample is from a letter written about 1920.  Below the 
original lines are reconstructed versions, using 
textbook-style script, and below them the typewritten 
equivalent.  The reconstructed lines were dressed up 
by closing up breaks in the words, evening the letters, 
and removing various do-dads added by the scribe. 
 
 Some of the difficulties introduced by 
handwriting habits follow a pattern, so that a 
"caution" list may be constructed for seeing through 
them.  This list would include open-topped characters 
which, if neatly written, should almost close, loops 
where sharp reversals should be, letters stretched to 
appear as two instead of one, no loops where they 
should occur, etc. 
 
 Look for the telltale feature of the letters that 
have been preserved regardless of the writing habit of 
the scribe:  
 Right pedestals in "a", and "g",  
 Blip-shaped loop toward the right in "v",  "w" 
 and "y",  
 Upstroke reversal segments in "t" and "e", etc. 
 
 The accompanying table lists the most common 
lower-case letters, shows the textbook version of the 
letter, the distinguishing characteristic (inside the 
small circle), some "casual" versions of the letter, and 
a remark on the most troublesome of the variations 
encountered.   Using the table will help in division 
and identification of the letters. 
 
 Now that you are better able to identify the 
lower-case letters, keep in mind the spelling may be 
dialectic, abbreviated, archaic, or just plain wrong, 
and therefore not appear in your dictionary, 
vocabulary list or wordbook.   
 
 If there are some words you cannot decipher, you 
can ask for help from one with more experience.  But 
be tolerant of those who help.   There will occur 
script that the experienced researcher will admit not 
being able to read confidently.  This we put next to 
the pile labeled "preponderance of evidence.” 
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