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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the memory of my grandparents and the countless other Slavic immigrants who had the courage to get on those boats. May the research we do continue to honor you and inspire future generations to understand their past.
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Introduction

When I began researching my Slovak ancestors in 1990, librarians, clerks, and even fellow genealogists were often puzzled by the surnames or ancestral locations I mentioned and would ask me, “How do you spell that?” or “Where is that?”

At one time, uncovering information about an ancestor who hailed from a tiny town located in the Czech Republic, Poland, or Slovakia, proved to be a challenging and often impossible task.

As a novice researcher, I found the border changes, exotic-sounding surnames, language differences, and political turmoil associated with navigating the former, massive Austro-Hungarian Empire tried my patience. Despite my dedication, many myths and misconceptions hindered my progress. Since then, I have meticulously tracked down and have even had the life-changing experience of visiting the birthplaces of all four of my grandparents in the modern-day Slovak Republic. It is my hope that this book will help other Czech, Polish, and Slovak researchers do the same.

In the past twenty-five years, I have had the good fortune of working with many skilled research colleagues who were instrumental in helping me navigate the complexities of Eastern European genealogy. My journey back to find my ancestors would not have been possible without the guidance of these mentors whose names are included later in this book. One of the biggest lessons I learned early on as a genealogist is the importance of collaboration and networking with those researching similar surnames or geographical areas. While researching our individual families, we might have a tendency to hold on tightly to knowledge gleaned from our efforts, but there is a lot to be said for sharing what we learn. Thanks to collaborative efforts with other East European genealogists, I have been able to break down many of my own research brick walls.

In the same collaborative spirit, this guide is designed to teach and inspire others who have an interest in exploring their Polish, Czech, or Slovak heritage.

Lisa A. Alzo

September 2015

<www.lisaalzo.com>


PART 1
LINKING YOUR FAMILY TREE TO POLISH, CZECH, AND SLOVAK LOCALITIES


1
Your Polish, Czech, or Slovak Heritage

We all learn about our ethnic heritage in different ways. Perhaps you grew up hearing your Polish grandparents talking in a language you could not understand. Maybe you remember spending weekends at the local Czech Sokol or breathing in the delicious aroma of páska bread baking in your Slovak baba’s kitchen at Easter. Or perhaps you know little about your ancestors’ ethnic identity because your family assimilated into American culture over time, but something triggered your interest in genealogy—a celebrity-roots TV show, an Ancestry.com commercial, the discovery of a mystery photo, or the passing of a relative.

However you became inspired to learn more about your Polish, Czech, or Slovak ancestry, you likely have many unanswered questions as you embark on your genealogical journey. You are also part of a growing number of family history enthusiasts who are discovering that Eastern European research is not the nearly impossible task it was a few decades ago. Foreign archives and repositories (many of which are being made available digitally on the Internet) contain many useful and well-preserved documents, dispelling the myth that all the records “over there” were destroyed. Geographic and language tools can help you over the hurdles of pinpointing your ancestral town or village and understand the funny-looking script on your grandmother’s baptismal record. This guide will teach you about the tools and techniques that will help you discover new information about your Polish, Czech, and Slovak ancestors.

Before we get started, it’s important to set the scope of this book. You may have heard Poles, Czechs, and Slovaks grouped together as “Slavs.” Indeed, if you look up Slavic on Wikipedia <en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavs>, you will read that present-day Poles, Czechs, and Slovaks are classified as “West Slavic” peoples. Likewise, Russians, Belarussians, and Ukrainians are often referred to as “East Slavic,” and Serbs, Bulgarians, Croats, Bosniaks, Macedonians, Slovenes, and Montenegrins are “South Slavic.” Despite some of the similarities you may see in food, dress, music, dance, or certain holiday customs or traditions, these groups of Slavs have plenty of differences to help you distinguish between them.

You will also find many similarities in key strategies for tracking down essential records, but this book will cover the knowledge unique to these three countries. For example, this book will cover how and where to access records for ancestors in Poland, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia, the languages you will need to understand to interpret them, and the research challenges unique to crossing the ocean back to these three countries.

While not an exhaustive reference, this book will show you how and where to begin your search and how to overcome the most common pitfalls and obstacles in genealogical research. Think of this book as the roadmap for your journey.

This chapter will provide an overview of how Polish, Czech, and Slovak immigrants made their mark on American society and help you lay a foundation for your own Polish, Czech, or Slovak genealogy research.

POLISH IMMIGRANTS TO THE UNITED STATES

Tracing Polish ancestry can be challenging—especially since Poland did not officially exist as a country for 123 years. Yet millions of Americans can trace their roots to Polish ancestors, many of whom arrived less than one hundred years ago. Polish-Americans are one of the largest ethnic groups in the United States, numbering more than ten million.

Prior to 1880, most immigrants from Poland were political refugees, aristocrats, and adventurers. But between 1880 and 1914, most immigrants were peasant farmers unable to make a viable living due to a number of factors: a system that kept large lands in the nobles’ hands, a surplus of rural labor, and a lack of industrialization. This, coupled with oppressive military service and cultural and religious persecution, forced many to abandon the homes their families had occupied for centuries. Despite restrictive immigration laws after World War I, small bursts of immigrants arrived throughout the twentieth century. Thousands of displaced persons fled to the United States, Canada, and Brazil from war-torn Europe during the late 1940s and early 1950s. Opponents of the Communist government (many part of the Solidarity movement) arrived in the early 1950s.


TIMELINE Poles in America


	1608	Five Polish immigrants arrive in Jamestown, Virginia.

	1619	Polish settlers in Jamestown organize what becomes the first labor strike in American history after the Legislative Assembly determines that only colonists of English descent are given the right to vote.

	1777	Renowned Polish officer Casimir Pulaski arrives in Philadelphia and meets George Washington. Washington later places Pulaski in command, earning Pulaski the moniker “Father of the American Cavalry.”

	1852	The Democratic Society of Poles in America is the first Polish-American ethnic organization founded in America.

	1854	The first Polish settlement is established in Panna Maria, Texas.

	1861	As the American Civil War begins, approximately four thousand Polish-American fighters join the Union Army.

	1865	The first wave of Polish immigration to America begins.

	1880	The Polish National Alliance fraternal organization forms.

	1898	The Polish Women’s Alliance is established.

	1900	The Polish Falcons of America, one of the largest Polish-American fraternal organizations, is founded.

	1917	During World War I, approximately forty thousand Polish-Americans serve in the United States Armed Forces. 

	1919	The Polish embassy in Washington, D.C., opens.

	1922	The Polish American Association is founded.

	1939	A second wave of Polish immigration to America begins. On the eve of World War II, 20 percent of US forces were of Polish descent.

	1944	The Polish American Congress is founded.

	1950–1953	Polish-Americans participate in the Korean War.

	1979	Polish-born Pope John Paul II makes his first papal visit to the United States.

	1980	Polish-Americans support the Solidarity movement in Poland.

	2010	Ten million Americans report Polish ancestry in the US census. 





Polish immigrants almost always came to established Polish settlements in the United States. The Prussian Poles who came to America in the mid-1800s, for example, became part of the existing German or Czech communities or established separate Polish colonies in farming areas. Many other Polish immigrants put down roots in large cities such as Chicago, New York, Pittsburgh, Buffalo, Milwaukee, Detroit, Cleveland, and Philadelphia.

CZECH AND SLOVAK IMMIGRANTS TO THE UNITED STATES

The term Czech refers to the Czech-speaking inhabitants of what’s now the Czech Republic (Česká Republika). The modern nation has its roots in the ancient kingdoms of Bohemia (the western part) and Moravia (the eastern part), collectively known as the “Czech lands.” Northern Moravia also encompasses Silesia (Slezsko), a historical region that lies mostly in southwestern Poland. In the 1800s, the ethnic composition of the Czech lands was predominantly Czech and German. The Silesians (Slezané) mostly maintain their ethnic identity but are often considered a subset within the Czech culture.

Today’s Slovak Republic, the Czech Republic’s eastern neighbor, corresponds to the centuries-old region of Slovakia (or Slovensko, as it is referred to locally). The word Slovak derives from an old term for Slav (Slovan), and Slovaks share a common culture despite regional (eastern, central, and western) and local differences in dialect, customs, and religion.

The majority of Czech and Slovak immigrants arrived prior to World War I—Czechs and Moravians beginning in the 1850s, and Slovaks and other ethnic groups from Upper Hungary beginning in the 1880s. All told, about four hundred thousand Czechs and some six hundred thousand Slovaks came to America’s shores between 1850 and 1914. Some sought better economic and social conditions; others wanted to avoid political persecution or conscription into the Austrian army.

Pre-Civil War Czech immigrants were farmers who settled in Iowa, Illinois, Texas, Wisconsin, Nebraska, and the Dakotas. Those who arrived after the Civil War opted for larger industrial or mining areas.

Slovak immigrants began arriving en masse in the 1880s and sought employment in American factories, mines, and mills in cities such as Chicago, Cleveland, and Pittsburgh. Indeed, Pittsburgh had the largest population of people claiming Slovak descent in the country according to the 1990 census.

In the early nineteenth century, the Slovak economy grew slowly because of worldwide economic slumps and because the Industrial Revolution came later to Slovakia than it did to Western Europe and the Czech lands. So while the Czech lands were becoming industrialized, Slovakia’s economy remained agriculture-based. Slovak immigration to the United States increased rapidly at the end of the nineteenth century as many Slovaks became more dissatisfied with local conditions. By 1900, Slovakia had lost more than three hundred thousand inhabitants to emigration.

Czechs and Slovaks often followed the pattern of “chain migration,” in which immigrants set out for America to join relatives or old-country neighbors who had already relocated there. For example, a husband might come over and later send for his wife and children, or a family might “sponsor” the journeys of as many aunts, uncles, and cousins as they could afford.


TIMELINE Czechs and Slovaks in America


	1633	Augustine Herman, believed to be the first Czech immigrant to America, arrives in New York.

	1695	The first known Slovak immigrant to the United States, Isaac Ferdinand Sarosi, arrives.

	1776	More than two thousand Moravian Brethren live in the American colonies when independence is declared.

	1847	The first Czech settlement in Texas is established.

	1850	Three Czech families settle in Cleveland.

	1856	The first school teaching Czech language and history opens in New York.

	1860	Frantisek Korizek publishes the first Czech newspaper in America, Slovan Amerikansky, in Racine, Wisconsin.

	1870	Sokol gymnastics begin in Cleveland with the founding of Sokol Perun; the Benevolent Sisterhood Union and the Union of Czech Women are organized.

	1873	A cholera epidemic and subsequent crop failures initiate large-scale emigration from eastern Slovakia.

	1886	Jan Slovensky publishes Amerikánszko-szlovenszké noviny, the first printed Slovak newspaper in America.

	1890	The First Catholic Slovak Union of America, or “Jednota,” is founded in Cleveland; the National Slovak Society is founded in Pittsburgh.

	1896	The Slovak Gymnastic Union Sokol is founded in Chicago.

	1905	Slovak immigration to the United States peaks.

	1915	Representatives of Slovak and Czech ethnic organizations sign the Cleveland Agreement to address the establishment of a common federal state. 

	1918	Slovak and Czech emigrants sign the Pittsburgh Agreement. Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk proclaims the autonomous position of Slovakia within a democratic Czechoslovak republic.

	1941	Slovak-American writer Thomas Bell publishes Out of This Furnace.

	1958	The Czechoslovak Society of Arts & Sciences is founded in Washington, DC.

	1962	Pop art icon Andy Warhol, born to Slovak immigrants, publishes his famous Campbell’s Soup Cans.

	1969	Joseph M. Gaydos becomes the first Slovak-American Congressman.

	1972	Astronaut Eugene Cernan, son of a Slovak father and Czech mother, walks on the moon in the Apollo 17 lunar mission.

	1997	Prague native Madeleine Albright becomes US Secretary of State.





However, not all Czech and Slovak immigrants intended to settle permanently in the United States. Some planned to stay only until they could earn enough money to purchase land back home. These “birds of passage” sometimes returned to Europe several times before finally settling in America. But the outbreak of World War I hindered many of these immigrants’ plans and prompted many to stay on either side of the pond for years—or in some cases, for good.

POLISH, CZECH, AND SLOVAK CULTURE IN AMERICA

As the large waves of Polish, Czech, and Slovak immigrants came to America, they brought with them cultures filled with rich heritage and traditions.

Polish Heritage

According to the 2010 US census, roughly ten million Americans share Polish heritage, making it the eighth-largest ancestry in the United States. If you have Polish roots, you also share the legacy of Polonia, a diaspora that built new communities abroad while the Polish homeland suffered more than a century of foreign occupation.

In the United States, Chicago is hands down the Polish epicenter. The Polish American Association estimates one million people of Polish ancestry live in the metropolitan Chicago area, a figure that is second only to Warsaw. The metropolitan areas of New York City, Cleveland, Philadelphia, Milwaukee, Detroit, and Buffalo—even the state of Texas—also have significant Polish populations.

Polish heritage celebrations are easy to find throughout the year, held in the cities noted above as well as in smaller towns throughout the United States. For example, you might recall your Polish relatives observing Saint Joseph’s Day (March 19), a Catholic feast day recognizing the death of the Virgin Mary’s husband. Saint Joseph’s Day festivals are a staple of many Polish communities throughout the country.


RESEARCH TIP

Explore Tasty Traditions

Food and traditions are an integral part of Slavic heritage, and Polish, Czech, and Slovak cuisine consists of dishes that can be difficult to pronounce (think golubky, kolache, and pirohy—in English, that’s stuffed cabbage, sweet pastry, and pierogies). But boy, are these foods delicious to eat!



Polish-Americans also have other celebrations throughout the year. In May, the Polish American Cultural Center in Philadelphia celebrates Polish Constitution Day, and each June, Milwaukee hosts Polish Fest <www.polishfest.org>, which claims to be the country’s largest Polish festival. October, which since 1986 has been celebrated nationally as Polish-American Heritage Month, is also a popular time for Polish festivals. For example, on the second Sunday in October, there’s a reunion in Panna Maria, Texas, for the descendants of Poles who came to that area.

Czech and Slovak Heritage

Not to be outdone, Czechs and Slovaks take great pride in their respective customs and traditions, too. With nearly 2.5 million Americans claiming Czech or Slovak ancestry, you can find celebrations of Czech and Slovak heritage across the United States each year. Several cities hold annual Kolache Festival celebrations (named for koláč, a traditional fruit-filled pastry), including Prague, Oklahoma; Cedar Rapids, Iowa; Kewaunee, Wisconsin; and Caldwell and several other towns in Texas. Several cities battle for the title of “kolache capital of the world,” including Montgomery, Minnesota, and Verdigre, Nebraska; each hold an annual festival known as Kolache Days. Prague, Nebraska, claims to be the home of the world’s largest kolach. Still more US communities hold Czech-American festivals where kolache may be found.

Slovak festivals are held each year in cities across Pennsylvania, Ohio, New Jersey, and other states. Every November, the Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures at the University of Pittsburgh <www.slavic.pitt.edu> hosts a Slovak festival at the Cathedral of Learning on its main campus. There, visitors can attend free lectures, listen to Slovak music, watch Slovak folk dancers, enjoy traditional Slovak food, and browse a hall full of vendors selling books, pottery, jewelry, and other Slovak-themed items.

FAMOUS POLISH PEOPLE

If you have Polish roots, you’re in good company. You will find scientists, musicians, labor leaders, and even a pope among the prominent people who have Polish ancestry <en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Polish_people>.

Indeed, Poles have made contributions to society that date back hundreds of years. In 1543, Nicolaus Copernicus (Mikołaj Kopernik) published On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres, in which he proposed that the earth revolves around the sun. Copernicus is said to be the founder of modern astronomy. Another notable scientist of Polish descent, Marie Curie (Maria Skłodowska), discovered radium and paved the way for nuclear physics and cancer therapy. She was awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1911, becoming the first female Nobel Prize winner. Some Poles have also made contributions to the arts. Pianist Frédéric Chopin, considered one of the world’s greatest composers, was born in 1810 near Warsaw. For those with less classical tastes, American pop singer Bobby Vinton (whose original name is Stanley Robert Vintula, Jr.) had multiple number-one hits in the 1960s and affectionately became known as “the Polish Prince.” In 1974, his “My Melody of Love,” partially sung in Polish, became a multimillion-dollar hit single.

Two larger-than-life Poles became well-known leaders in their respective circles. Lech Wałęsa, an electrician from Gdańsk who headed up the Solidarity movement that led Poland out of communism, was elected president of Poland in 1990. In 1920, Karol Józef Wojtyła was born in Poland and served as the Archbishop of Krakow and later as a cardinal before being elected pope of the Roman Catholic Church in 1978. He’s perhaps better known by the name John Paul II, the first non-Italian pope in more than four hundred years. Beloved by millions of Catholics worldwide, John Paul II was officially canonized into sainthood on April 27, 2014.

FAMOUS CZECH- AND SLOVAK-AMERICANS

At one time or another, you have probably stopped at a McDonald’s for lunch or dinner. But did you know that the popular fast food chain’s founder, Ray Kroc, was Czech? Other notable US personalities of Czech descent include former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and astronaut and “last man on the moon” Eugene Cernan. Even presidents Barack Obama and George W. Bush can trace their lineages back to the Kingdom of Bohemia. Some famous Americans with ties to Slovakia include actors Paul Newman and Jim Caviezel, Supreme Court Chief Justice John Roberts, former Minnesota governor (and World Wrestling star) Jesse Ventura, parachute inventor Štefan Banič, and pop artist Andy Warhol.

KEYS TO SUCCESS


	Dig into your ancestry. An increasing number of digitized records and language resources has made Eastern European genealogical research, once considered prohibitively difficult, possible.

	Give context to your own family’s history by learning about Polish, Czech, or Slovak immigration and cultural traditions. You’ll see the bigger picture your ancestors were part of, and the history you study can help you better understand yourself and your family as well as inform future research.




2
Jump-Starting Your Polish, Czech, and Slovak Research

Now that you have decided to research your Polish, Czech, or Slovak roots, perhaps you’re feeling a bit overwhelmed as you prepare to plunge into the uncharted waters of your family history. Not sure where or how to begin? Do you feel intimidated by the research process? Even if you’ve been doing genealogy for a while, a refresher on genealogy basics will ensure you get your ethnic research off on the right foot. In this chapter, we’ll walk through how to start your genealogical search and discuss some fundamental concepts and principles.

THE FIRST STEPS

Before you start digging into records, you’ll first want to assess what you already know about you and your ancestors, what information you’d like to have, and what you can reasonably accomplish through your research. By doing this prep work, you’ll make your later research more purposeful and efficient. In this section, I’ll outline five easy steps that will help enrich your research.

1 Identify What You Already Know

The first rule of genealogy is always start with yourself. Your research will be most effective if you work back in time starting with you and your parents instead of trying to establish a connection with a potential distant ancestor. Start by documenting your name, your birth date and birthplace, and your parents’ names (your biological parents if known, adoptive if not). Then continue to add information about other ancestors to build a family tree (more on that in a moment).

2 Check for Home and Family Sources

Scour your attic, basement, closets, boxes, and desk drawers for home sources—that is, family Bibles, documents, letters, photographs, yearbooks, and any other items that contain genealogical information. By collecting certificates, birth and wedding announcements, deeds, passports, funeral/memorial cards, and other items your parents or grandparents may have hidden away for safekeeping, you could uncover basic information that can lead you to your next source and help identify the appropriate archives or repositories. Think of it as a family history scavenger hunt. Once you’ve looked through your own house, move on to the homes of your parents and grandparents.

As you search for home sources, be on the lookout for anything that includes evidence of Polish, Czech, or Slovak heritage, such as


	documents written in Polish, Czech, or Slovak

	twentieth-century US census returns with mother tongue noted as Polish, Czech, or Slovak

	Polish, Czech, or Slovak customs or recipes

	family stories about Polish, Czech, or Slovak heritage

	letters and envelopes (image A) with return addresses of relatives in the homeland

[image: ]

This home source—an envelope—provides valuable genealogical clues, including a relative’s name and an ancestral hometown in Slovakia.




	association with an ethnic church

	membership in a Polish, Czech, or Slovak fraternal or social organization.



3 Build a Family Tree

The main goal of genealogy research is to document as many generations as you can. The best way to begin is to list everything you already know (or think you know) about your family. You’ll want to ascertain names; dates of birth, marriage, and death; and other biographical facts about each ancestor’s life. Keep this information organized and easy to reference by using a pedigree chart, a family group chart, an Ahnentafel ancestor table, and a biographical outline, all standard genealogy forms. These will help you keep track of what you already know about your ancestors and help you identify further areas of research. You can download these and other free forms at <www.familytreemagazine.com/info/basicforms>.

While you can compile these charts and sheets by hand, it’s easier to use computer software and an online family tree site to manage all the genealogy information you collect. Virtually every genealogy software program on the market offers ways to print selected information from your database into a chart or sheet. And you can easily share information with fellow researchers even if you don’t use the same program through a standard file format called GEDCOM (short for “GEnealogical Data COMmunications”).

Many genealogists choose to upload their family tree online to Ancestry.com <www.ancestry.com>, FamilySearch.org <www.familysearch.org>, MyHeritage <www.myheritage.com>, and other sites. If you are unsure about which software program to choose or which online family trees will work best for you, you can read user-based reviews at GenSoftReviews <www.gensoftreviews.com>.

4 Talk to Your Relatives

Don’t wait until another generation passes away—the time to start is now. You’ll want to begin by interviewing your closest blood relatives—parents and grandparents if possible—but don’t limit yourself. Mention that you are researching the family’s history to all your aunts, uncles, and cousins, including distant cousins. While they may not be close by blood (or in any physical or emotional way to living relatives), artifacts from common ancestors such as family Bibles or papers from an immigrant may have made their way down a cousin’s line, so don’t rule these folks out. Interviewing them may open the door to sharing these photos or documents in some way. Even living friends of your parents, grandparents, or great-grandparents can help, so interview them, too.

While it is preferable to conduct your interviews in person, you can also do them over the phone, via e-mail, or even on Skype <www.skype.com> or FaceTime <www.apple.com/mac/facetime>. Whatever method you use, you’ll want to record the interview in some way. You can use a basic tape recorder, a digital recording device, a video camera, or your smartphone. When you set up the interview, let the person know you want to record the conversation and ask him what method would make him most comfortable. Always ask the person’s permission first before you hit record.

For in-person interviews, bring your pedigree chart and some family group sheets and ask the interviewee to help you fill them out. Then ask for details about each person you add to the chart, such as a description of the ancestor’s personality, occupation, and place of residence.

Be sure to ask relatives if they have any photographs or documents and where events happened. Talk to all your relatives who may have personal knowledge about your family’s name and/or an ancestor’s journey to America. Ask specific questions such as: Where did their ship land? Do you remember the name of the ship? Did Grandma or Grandpa come over alone or with other family members? What was the name of the town or province where they lived in the old country? And so on. Even if your relatives’ recollections aren’t totally accurate, you’re getting important clues to follow up on—as well as stories and memories you won’t find in any record.

Transcribe the interviews as soon as possible, preferably while the conversation is fresh in your mind. It also helps if you print out the transcript so you have a backup copy in a version that is not technology-dependent. Find more interview tips online at <www.familytreemagazine.com/article/Oral-History-Interview-Question-Lists>.

5 Outline Your Research Goals

Before you dive headfirst into tracing Polish, Czech, or Slovak ancestors, set up some goals for what you hope to accomplish. Think of it like this: You likely would not attempt to change the oil in your car without reading the owner’s manual or cook kolache without following a recipe. The same goes for genealogy—you shouldn’t just randomly start hunting for your ancestors without a research plan. Your research plan should consist of five basic steps:


	Identify your objective. Write down as specifically as possible what it is you want to accomplish. Perhaps you want to identify the name of your great-grandfather’s ancestral town or village. Your objective should include both long-term and short-term research goals that will help you reach your overall objective.

	List your known facts. Record what you already know (no matter how little) about the ancestor from original documents and records. Include names and spelling variations; family relationships; dates of birth, death, and marriage; and places where events may have taken place.

	Formulate a hypothesis. Based on what you know, make some educated guesses about the possible answers to your research question or problem.

	Identify resources with related records. Become familiar with those records most likely to prove or disprove your hypothesis (e.g., your third-great-grandpa’s Civil War pension file or great-grandma’s death certificate).

	Define research steps for using the known resources. Decide the order in which you’ll seek the records, and how to get to them (for instance: naturalization indexes, then online immigration databases, then microfilm, then books).



Think of a research plan as your “genealogy GPS” and the known facts about your ancestor as the data points you’ll plug in to guide your trip. For more help, see my “Step-by-Step Guide: Creating a Research Plan” <www.shopfamilytree.com/step-by-step-guide-creating-a-research-plan>. In addition, use the free research calendar from Family Tree Magazine <www.familytreemagazine.com/info/researchforms> to organize and keep track of materials you’ve searched so you don’t duplicate efforts.

Now that you have learned some of the basics of getting started with your Polish, Czech, or Slovak genealogy, it’s time to begin tracking down the missing pieces of your family history puzzle. Are you ready to begin your genealogical journey?

KEY GENEALOGY PRINCIPLES

Once you’ve established the perimeters of your research and start searching for your Polish, Czech, or Slovak roots, you’ll want to adhere to tried-and-true methods and concepts that apply to all genealogy research. Following these guidelines helps you avert unnecessary brick walls and trace the right ancestors.

Understand Primary and Secondary Information

In evaluating information, genealogists make distinctions between primary and secondary. Primary information is generally defined as being created in close proximity to the event(s) described by someone in a position to know the truth of the asserted facts. This includes such documents as civil birth, marriage, and death certificates; church baptismal and burial records; tombstones; wills; deeds; and US census schedules. Secondary information is essentially anything else—but more specifically, details recorded long after the fact and/or containing secondhand data. Compiled family genealogies and county biographical histories are often the most prominently used sources for secondary information.

[image: ]
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Is It Primary or Secondary?

Sources of Primary Information


	civil birth, marriage, and death certificates

	church baptismal and burial records

	deeds

	passenger arrival lists

	tombstones

	wills



Sources of Secondary Information


	county biographical histories

	family Bibles

	newspaper clippings (including ethnic newspapers)

	online indexes

	oral histories

	published genealogies





Why does this matter? Primary information is generally more reliable than secondary information. You should be able to trace each piece of secondary information to a source with primary information or a conclusion based on one or more reliable sources; if you can’t, you have to question its accuracy.

Likewise, sources are classified as originals (exact replicas, such



Explore the Intersection of Time and Place







Create Chronologies









Document Your Discoveries and Sources



Keep a Research Log






	date

	record name

	repository

	record type

	result (positive or negative)

	analysis

	source citation

	link (website URL)

	transcript or abstract





	record number

	result (positive, negative, or pending)

	file name/location

	evidence evaluation

	source type (original, derivative, primary, secondary, etc.)

	clarity of the record (good, bad, hard-to-read, “spot on the microfilm,” etc.)

	information type

	evidence type (direct, indirect)











Trace the Whole Family with Collateral and Cluster Research




	Collateral research involves focusing research attention on relatives other than ancestors: for example, not just your great-grandparents, but also their siblings.

	Cluster research looks at all folks who live near each other and migrate together, whether they are blood kin or not.






KEYS TO SUCCESS


	Begin by writing down everything you already know about your family tree. This will help you keep different generations and relatives straight and show you missing family details to pursue.

	Formulate a research plan before further investigating your Polish, Czech, or Slovak family tree. Setting concrete objectives will help you focus on answering the family history questions you’re most curious about.

	Refer to the eight basic steps listed in the Starting Your Search for Immigrant Ancestors sidebar as you research each Polish, Czech, or Slovak immigrant ancestor.

	Master important genealogy concepts such as original and derivative sources, source citation, and the benefits of ancestor chronologies, research logs, and “whole-family genealogy” before you delve into the complexities of overseas research.
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Starting Your Search for Immigrant Ancestors

Once you've taken stock of what you already know about your ancestors and decide on a
ourse of action for your research, you're ready to begin searching through records. This dia-
gram shows how atypical research session progresses, from establishing a date of arrival for
your ancestor to writing to archives. While researching each individual ancestor wil require
a slightly different process, the following eight steps illustrate a template that you can use
when looking for your Polish, Czech, and Slovak ancestors. Note that when looking for ances-
tors i the old country, you can skip steps 1and 4. You can learn more about finding your
immigrant ancestors in chapter 3.

Establish the date of arrival for your immigrant ancestor.

This date serves as a benchmark momentin a person's life. All records from before this
date will be in the old country while all records from after will be in the United States or
Canada. Note that some "birds of passage” ancestors may have traveled the Atlantic
multiple times before settling down.

Identify the original name and hometown.

Scour home sources and name websites for possible spelling variations or nicknames
that your ancestor might have used or that his town might have been known by. This will
help you make sure you're searching for the right person and place,

©

Search websites and online databases.
Websites and genealogical societies and message boards have digitized a growing
number of records that can be searched online. Check large sites such as Ancestry.com
<www.ancestry.com>, as well as smal, volunteer-generated databases.
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Visit or request records from North American repositories.
I you find a stateside record that's not online, contact the appropriate archive to receive
a photocopy via mail or set up a visit.

5]

Determine where your ancestor's hometown is today.
As youll learn in chapters 4, 5, and 6, Eastern European borders frequently changed. Find
‘where your ancestor's hometown currently is and trace its history throughout the centuries
toidentify where you might find your ancestor's records.

(6]

Check for old-country records through FamilySearch.org and local websites.
Having completed step 5, you'll know what district or county your ancestor's records will
be kept in. Browse collections at FamilySearch.org <www.familysearch.org> or at local
websites and archives to find records from that country o region.

Network with fellow researchers.
Other genealogists may have valuable information that can help you with your own
research. Visit social media websites suich as Facebook <www.facebook.com> and Twitter
<www.twitter.com> and search for genealogical commurities researching similar areas.

2]

Write to archives, churches, or registrars, or hire a professional researcher.
As you did in step 4, identify and reach out to repositories with records that you can't
access online. If you want to bring in the “big guns,” consider hiring a professional
researcher who has expertise in the area to help you access records and make connec-
tions in the old country.
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