
German Migration in the 
Maelstrom of History 

or 
Searching for German 

Ancestors 
Paul Work 

(Third generation descendant of German immigrants) 



Overview 

•  Historical background (why?) 
•  Introduction 
•  Getting started 
•  Bridging the gap (crossing the pond) 
•  Finding the right information 
•  Where to go next 
•  Other German populations 



Historical Background 
•  German immigrants didn’t just come from Germany proper 
•  Many came from German colonies further east (Poland, Russia, 

Bessarabia, etc.) 
•  Russia had several enclaves of German settlements: Volga, 

Crimea, Caucasus, Volhynia) 
•  Emigrations to these areas occurred in 

–  1775 – 1782 (Western Poland: Poznan, West Prussia) 
–  1780 – 1790 (Volga region of Russia) 
–  1795 – 1806 (Central Poland) 
–  1815 – 1865 (Bessarabia, Caucasus) 
–  1868 – 1875 (Volhynia) 

•  Large numbers arrived in America between 1880 and 1910 – why? 
–  Russia revoked many of the freedoms they had enjoyed beginning in 1880 
–  Canadian Pacific Railway sponsored many to settle Western Canada 
–  US also had immigration incentives for the Dakotas 

•  Tracing your ancestry through these areas is even more 
challenging 

–  Church records aren’t always available, and in Polish or Russian 
–  Even if you find records in the foreign area, you have another jump to make 

back to Germany proper 



Historical Figures 



Why did they emigrate? 

Frederick the Great 



Why did they leave Germany? 
Economic reasons: 
• The hope of being able to adequately support one’s family on land that 
they owned 
• The spreading poverty 
• A lack of viable jobs 
• The food supply 

Political reasons: 
• The general situation of the farmers. 

–  Taxes 
–  Class structure 

• The threat of war 
Financial Incentives 
• Daily per diem, mileage allowance 
• Free land, building materials 



1803: The Migration to Poland 



What changed? 
Napoleon 
•  1806: defeated the Prussian army 
•  1807: set up the Grand Duchy of 

Warsaw 
•  Now strangers in a strange land 
•  1812: lost war with Russia 

Napoleon 



What changed? 
Russia 
•  1812: Defeated Napoleon 
•  1815: Created the vassal Kingdom of Poland 
•  1863: Polish revolt led to Russian as the 

state language 

Czar Alexander II 



Why did they leave Poland? 

Political reasons: 
•  The general situation of the farmers. 

–  Taxes 
–  Could not teach German culture and language 

•  Russification policy after the Polish revolt of 1863 
•  Conscription into the Russian Army 

Financial Incentives: none 

Economic reasons: 
• The hope of being able to adequately support one’s family on 
land that they owned 
• The spreading poverty 
• A lack of viable jobs 
• The food supply 



Introduction 
•  The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly 
•  Getting started 
•  Bridging the gap 
•  Extracting the important information 



The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly 
•  The Good:  Germans kept excellent records 

–  Records often reach back to the 1500s 
–  Microfilms of almost all church records that 

survived are available 
–  Families tended to remain in the same area for 

long periods of time 
•  The Bad: It’s all in German or Latin 
•  The Ugly: the handwriting can be incredibly 

difficult to decipher 
–  Written in the old Gothic alphabet 
–  Many letters look alike 



Getting Started 
•  Gather known info 

–  Birth, marriage and death records 
–  Interview living relatives 

•  Search sources on this side of the “pond” 
–  Try to identify when they arrived and where they came from.  

Example: my grandmother’s parents 
–  Naturalization records: Application and final papers 
–  Ellis Island records (http://www.ellisisland.org/), Passenger 

lists from other ports of entry 
–  Hamburg Passenger Departure Lists 1850-1934 (

http://www.germanroots.com/hamburg.html) 
–  Census records: 1910 and later list country of origin and 

sometimes town of birth 



Bridging the Gap 
Once you have a clue, verify the origin by 
• List all possible spellings of possible town origins 
• Search modern and old atlases for possible towns 

–  www.mapquest.de 
–  www.kartenmeister.com 
–  http://www.jewishgen.org/communities/loctown.asp  

• Search telephone records for matches between family 
names and towns 

–  Choose a family name that is not very common 
–  www.telefonbuch.de 
–  Das Örtliche 
–  Example: Öschelbronn (Wolf, Erbacher) 

• Order microfilm for the target town 



Immigrants to the US 
Joseph Erbacher Sr. 
•  Arrived in New York on 24 Feb 1892 on the S.S. Norwegian 
•  Did not stay, returned to Poland 
Joseph Wolf 
•  Youngest of eight children 
•  20 years old when he left Poland 
•  Arrived in New York on 31 March 1901 on the S.S. Phoenecia 
Pauline Erbacher: 
•  17 years old when she left Poland 
•  Could not read or write 
•  Arrived in New York on 8 May 1902 on the S.S. Patricia 
•  Stayed with relatives 
•  Studied to pass the English proficiency test 



Finding the information 
•  You don’t need to be fluent in German or Latin 

–  Learning the alphabet is crucial 
–  Recognizing key words and phrases 

•  Prior to 1806 
–  Minimal information given (name, date, parents names) 
–  Churches were often recognized as semi-official civil registries 
–  Almost always hand-written 

•  After 1806, prior to 1871 
–  Often hand-written, forms are gradually introduced 
–  Includes birthplace on marriage and death records (very useful!) 
–  Occupations and residences often included 

•  After 1871 (German unification) 
–  Standesamt (civil registry) for all vital statistics 
–  Standard forms, with minimal handwriting 
–  Requires proof of relationship for anything less than 100 years 
–  Very detailed information available 



Finding the information 
Poland:  some archives are putting records on line 
Germany: 
• Prior to 1871, two common styles for entry of vital statistics: 

–  Tabular 
•  Advantage: Easy to pick out the principle parties 
•  Disadvantage: not as much space for names or other information 

–  Paragraph 
•  Advantage: more space for names, places, handwriting larger 
•  Disadvantage: sometimes difficult to pick out which name is father, which 

name is child or other details. It all flows as one long, complex sentence. 
• Sometimes parish priests would generate a Family Registry 
• Occasionally someone comes from outside the local town, so you 
begin making the next connection … 

–  Birthplace and previous place of residence usually called out for bride 
and groom in a marriage record as well as residence for the parents of 
both bride and groom. 

–  Marriage usually took place in hometown of bride (Württemberg) for first 
marriages, but the family usually settled in the hometown of the groom 

–  Looking for the hometown of the wife?  Look for godparents’ residences 



Where to go next 
•  Search the Family History library for books on your target 

village:  Ortsregister, for example. 
–  Family History researchers are active all over Germany 
–  Often they have already extracted all entries for a given town and published a 

book (Ortssi)ppenbuch 
–  More and more of these activities are going on line. 
–  The Central Family History Library in Salt Lake City has many of these books in 

their stacks 
–  Example:  two of my ancestral villages now have their church records on line and 

searchable 
•  Study the events of history and try to figure out how they 

affected your family 
–  The French and the Germans have a long history of conflict:  Ex: ancestor listed 

as “shot by the French” during a time of no known war. 
–  Learn about why your ancestors left the home country 
–  Polish Partitions, Catherine the Great, settling the plains 

•  Post about your research on one of the appropriate forums 
–  Ancestry.com or your own blog 
–  Allows others to find you (via Google, for example) and share their experience 
–  Compare notes with other researchers, they can give you additional leads 



Internet Resources 
•  www.google.com 
•  www.ellisisland.org  
•  www.germanroots.com/hamburg.html  
•  www.genealogy.net 
•  www.familysearch.org  
•  www.google.com/maps  
•  www.ancestry.com  
•  Society for German Genealogy in Eastern Europe 

(www.sggee.org)  
•  Germans From Russia Heritage Society (GRHS) 

http://www.lib.ndsu.nodak.edu/grhc/  
•  American Historical Society of Germans from Russia (AHSGR) 

http://www.ahsgr.org/  
•  Mailing lists: a wide range to choose from 

–  Geography specific:  Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg, Prussia, etc. 
–  www.genealogy.net  
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