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Introduction

It was 1984, more than half my life ago, when I first began to research my family history. I was helping my mother write and edit a history of our then-250-year-old church congregation, which began as a German Reformed church.

We kept encountering names we recognized from the little bit of family history that had been handed down to my mother, and we made the fateful decision to visit the church’s old graveyard. Seeing those worn but detail-filled tombstones was all it took to get me hooked on genealogy.

In the past twenty-nine years, I have found precious few of my ancestors who were not ethnic Germans. And so German genealogy is the research about which I have learned the most. Along the way, I have learned from many people who are more skilled researchers than I will ever be and who have been formal and informal mentors: Annette K. Burgert, Hank Jones, Don Yoder, Larry O. Jensen, Jonathan Stayer, the late John T. Humphrey, Trudy Schenk, Ernie Thode, Kory Meyerink, Susannah Brooks, and Corinne and Russell Earnest are just a few of those who have had a profound effect on my learning curve over the years.

Others who have contributed assistance to this book in various ways include: Pam Stone Eagleson, Michael Lacopo, Rogert Minert, Fritz Juengling, Leslie Albrecht Huber, Baerbel Johnson, Valerie Gehr, Niels Witkamp, Eric “Ric” Bender, David DeKok, Rudi and Helga Daub and Terri J. Bridgwater.

I’ve had so many correspondents on German genealogy over the years, but one of my first was Waleta Rupp, whose assessment of the Germans (as compared to other ethnic groups) was: “At least the Germans wrote it down.” And, indeed, it’s my hope that this book shows the wide universe of record groups available to researchers seeking ancestors of German-speaking ethnicity.

Finally, I’d also like to thank the publisher and editors involved with Family Tree Magazine and this series for putting the German ethnicity as first line!

James M. Beidler

September 2013


Part 1
Linking Your Family Tree to German-Speaking Nations


Chapter 1

Your German-Speaking Heritage

It didn’t take long for Germans to become part of the ethnic mix in North America. A single German man, Dr. Johannes Fleischer, accompanied the original Jamestown, Virginia, colonists. A year later, in 1608, five unnamed German glassmakers and three carpenters stepped off the ship Mary and Margaret to join the first permanent English settlement in what is today the United States. While the carpenters were brought to construct homes and the glassmakers likely worked their skill at making window panes, there’s an irony that these professions both could be thought of as part of the most revered of all German industries—beer-making (just think kegs and mugs!).

Since that auspicious beginning, nearly every wave of immigration to North America has included German-speaking people, and according to U.S. census data, more present-day Americans claim German ancestry than any other ethnicity. As impressive as this is, this statistic underestimates the number of people with German forebears, because many individuals have “hidden” German roots, ones in maternal lines that can be deeply obscured by surname changes after marriage.

As you read this book, you’ll see that having a German-speaking heritage, while “common” in terms of numbers, offers many distinctive opportunities for research. There’s truly a “strength in numbers” that makes looking for ancestors in this ethnic group a real pleasure—from the many individuals and organizations that share the heritage and their information about it to the wealth of written documentation that has been passed down as a result of what might be called these peoples’ Teutonic thoroughness.

Before we get started, it’s important to set the scope of this book. If you know anything about German history, you’ll know that a unified nation of Germany didn’t exist until 1871. As you’ll soon read, many German-speaking people immigrated to the United States long before 1871. This guide covers the areas that today are part of Germany, that were part of the German Empire from 1871 to 1918, as well as Austria and Switzerland. We’ll generally use the terms “Germans” and “German-speaking” interchangeably for people from the areas just described. We won’t use “Germanic,” as a rule, because historians use that term to describe the barbarian tribes who succeeded the Roman Empire in much of Europe. These Germanic tribes were the forefathers of today’s Germans and German-speaking people and also the modern English, French, Italians, Spanish, and many other groups.

This chapter will provide an overview of how German immigrants have influenced and shaped American society and help you lay a foundation for own German genealogy research.

GERMAN IMMIGRANTS IN COLONIAL AMERICA

After the slight but notable German presence in Jamestown, it would be decades before another group of German-speaking immigrants made an appearance in America and a full century before large-scale immigration began, but when that surge began, it resulted in the Germans becoming the largest free “minority group” in the English colonies. This first wave, followed by later immigration, spread the seeds of German culture so thoroughly throughout society that German traditions became a standard part American culture (take Christmas trees and hot dogs, for example).

The first German-dominated settlement in the United States was, appropriately, named Germantown and is now a neighborhood in Philadelphia. Germantown was founded on October 6, 1683 (now celebrated annually as German-American Day in the United States), when thirteen families settled in what was then a wilderness area. A trickle of Germans came to Pennsylvania in the remaining years of the seventeenth century and the first decade of the 1700s.

In 1709, some four thousand Germans who were primarily from the Pfalz region immigrated to London via the Dutch port of Rotterdam. From London, most of the Palatines were shipped to New York’s Hudson Valley and enlisted in a works project for the British Navy as a way of repaying their passage. Despite deaths from hardship and disease, about 2,100 Germans arrived in the Hudson Valley in June 1710, making them the largest single immigration of people to America in the colonial period. After the works project ended, the Germans were released to fend for themselves. Many stayed in upstate New York, but others scattered throughout the Mid-Atlantic region, including a substantial number who added to the German presence in Pennsylvania.


Top Ten U.S. Cities by German Population in 1900

This data is from the 1900 U.S. census.
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By the 1720s, huge numbers of German immigrants were finding cheap land and religious freedom in Pennsylvania, owned by English Quaker William Penn’s family, who were eager to make money from selling tracts in the colony. Pennsylvania became the center of a loosely bound community that historians call “Greater Pennsylvania,” which stretched from New Jersey through southeast Pennsylvania and into Maryland, Virginia, and the back country of the Carolinas. Soon Germans came to North Carolina, Virginia, and French-held Louisiana. Additional pockets of Germans developed in present-day Maine, the Carolinas, and Georgia.

From an analysis of names in the 1790 U.S. census, it’s estimated that about 9 percent of the white population (more than 250,000 people) of the United States was German. According to the census, nearly a third of Pennsylvania’s population was either German immigrants or their descendants. Most of these estimated eighty thousand German-speaking immigrants made their livings as farmers or in “village occupations” such as blacksmithing or coopering. They were primarily mainstream Protestants (Lutherans and Reformed) along with a sprinkling of sectarian groups such as Amish, Mennonites, and Moravians. A substantial number had to serve a period of time called an indenture to repay the cost of their passage to America.

The German immigrants of the 1700s, known by historians as Pennsylvanian Germans, were renowned for their agricultural prowess. They also are credited with inventing the Conestoga wagons, the precursors of the covered wagons that would later be the number-one transport vehicle of America’s westward movement. They also participated heavily in printing and publishing in the eighteenth century—producing everything from Bibles to hymn books to political flyers to forms for personal conflicts. The Moravian religious movement developed a musical legacy particularly in terms of vocal and instrumental arrangements.


German Language Newspapers
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Many German congregations, both Protestant and Catholic, operated parochial schools beginning in the 1700s. In many areas, these were the only schools in their areas. In the nineteenth century, as the free public school movement took hold, the church-based German-speaking private schools were mostly in urban areas with substantial German populations. Most of these schools became casualties of the anti-German sentiment in World War I.

GERMANS IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICA

As impressive as were the percentages and achievements of the first wave of German immigration, much more was ahead during the nineteenth century. It’s estimated that at least five million German-speaking immigrants arrived in America between 1800 and 1920. It’s estimated that roughly the same number of Americans descend from the two German waves, with the “pyramid effect” of the three- to five-generation head start of the 1700s immigrants making up for their vastly smaller original numbers.

This huge “second boat” of immigration created “German quarters” or neighborhoods in a great many cities throughout America, especially in the Midwest and Great Plains areas.

These nineteenth century German immigrants were different than their indentured predecessors. Many were entrepreneurs hoping to take advantage of the areas already settled by Germans in America. These German neighborhoods gave newcomers a ready-made market to sell their goods and services. (This change reflects the change in the economies of the German states, which finally shed a feudal-type economic system that was still in use in the 1700s in favor of capitalism in the 1800s.) The religious mix of German immigration also underwent a transformation with Protestants and Roman Catholics immigrating in almost equal numbers during the nineteenth century.

Thousands of German-Americans willingly fought in the American Civil War, mostly on the side of the Union. It’s interesting to note that many of these immigrants had fled Preussen and other German states to avoid military drafts in those home areas.

German-language newspapers blossomed in lockstep with the spread of the language’s speakers across America.

GERMANS IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICA

The fact that so many Americans had German blood, which was previously a source of great pride, became more equivocal in the twentieth century, especially during World Wars I and II. World War I provoked a great many Americans of German descent to downplay or even deny their roots; for example, many families named Schmidt became Smith. At the same time, many German-language publications folded, German was banned from being taught in many schools, and even churches in heavily German areas that had offered services in the tongue for the benefit of their bilingual congregations now switched to English.

Since the end of World War II, the shame of German ancestry rarely exists, but in many cases the assimilation caused by the World Wars has left many with less knowledge of their ancestors’ culture. There are few pockets across the country in which mostly conservative religious communities such as Amish, Mennonites, and Hutterites continue to speak German (or the dialect known as “Pennsylvania German,” often incorrectly called “Dutch”).

GERMAN INFLUENCE ON AMERICAN CULTURE

German immigrants became so prevalent in nineteenth-century America that German culture began reaching into mainstream American culture, producing a variety of effects still felt today.

Holiday Traditions

In addition to St. Nicholas (“Santa Claus” being his nickname), some Germans also introduced a character called the Belsnickel, a sort of “anti-St. Nick” who dished out creative punishments to unruly children. And in 1821, Pennsylvania Germans introduced America to the Germanic custom of decorating trees at Christmas time. German immigrants also brought the Easter bunny and Easter eggs to this country.

Food and Drink

Germany has a long history of brewing beer and immigrants brought their centuries-old techniques with them to America, where they industrialized the process and created breweries in German-American centers such as Milwaukee, St. Louis, and Philadelphia.

Ironically, two foods that now seem synonymous with Independence Day—hamburgers and hot dogs—have German roots. Germans also introduced America to casserole dishes, such as chicken potpie, which are still eaten both in their original forms and as variants such as “chicken and dumplings” in which the German origins are obscured. The same concepts are true for many other dishes such as Black Forest chocolate cake (with its still-identifiable tie to the German Schwarzwald region) and breaded veal cutlet (as what Germans call Wienerschnitzel is now usually called on American menus).

SOME FAMOUS GERMAN-AMERICANS

With so many Americans having at least some German blood, often hidden in maternal lineages, any listing of German-Americans can only “hit the highlights” of those representing the group’s achievements. Even arbitrarily restricting an inventory to those individuals who were German immigrants or their children is imperfect because it would leave off the two German-American presidents, Herbert Hoover and Dwight D. Eisenhower, both of whom had deep German-speaking roots. Here is just a short sampling of famous German-Americans and their achievements.


Time Line of Germans in America


	1626	Rheinlander Peter Minnewit (Minuit) came to New Amsterdam to serve as the governor of the Dutch colony, New Netherlands; he bought Manhattan and later governed the Swedish colony in Delaware

	1661	Georg Hack from Cologne settles in Maryland

	1668	Researcher and explorer Johann Lederer from Hamburg arrives; the next year, he and his small party became the first Europeans to crest the Blue Ridge Mountains

	1683	Francis Daniel Pastorius leads 13 families to found Germantown, Pennsylvania; five years later Pastorius pens the first American slavery protest

	1709	First mass emigration from the Pfalz (Palatinate)

	1710	650 Palatines and Swiss settle at New Bern, North Carolina

	1714, 1717	Miners from Siegerland and other German areas settled Germanna in Virginia

	1732	The first Colonial German-language newspaper, Philadelphische Zeitung, published

	1734	Protestant emigrants from Salzburg, Austria, found Ebenezer, Georgia

	1735	New York editor John Peter Zenger, originally an indentured Pfalz immigrant, is acquitted in a landmark trial involving freedom of the press

	1739	Ephrata Cloister publishes first hymnal in America

	1742	German printer Christopher Sauer publishes the first Bible in America in any language

	1764	German Society for the Protection of Immigrants founded in Philadelphia

	1778	Prussian officer Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben becomes Washington’s inspector general and writes the U.S. Army’s first handbook

	1783	Mercenaries from four German states fight for the British; thousands of so-called “Hessians” remain in America

	1783	First German brass band founded in Philadelphia

	1784	John Jacob Astor arrives in America and becomes its richest man through fur trade and real estate

	1786	Prussia’s Frederick the Great recognizes American independence

	1819	The Passenger Act by Congress ends redemptioner trade

	1821	Christmas trees introduced into America

	1823	First all-German singing society founded in Cincinnati, Ohio

	1827	Francis Lieber from Berlin begins editing the Encyclopaedia Americana in Boston

	1829	Gottfried Duden publishes idyllic account of America, spurring immigration

	1835	The Giessen Emigration Society aims at a “New German Fatherland” in the U.S.; this and similar attempts failed

	1844	German aristocrats found Texas settlement group and build New Braunfels and Fredericksburg

	1847	The Missouri Synod of the Lutheran Church was founded by German immigrants to combat Lutheran liberalism

	1848-1849	When 1848 revolutions fail in Europe, thousands leave German states to settle in America

	1853	Heinrich Steinweg creates the Steinway piano in New York

	1856	First kindergarten in America established at Watertown, Wisconsin, by Margaretha Meyer Schurz

	1857	Adolphus Busch leaves the Rheinland, later marrying a brewer’s daughter and founding the Anheuser-Busch Brewing Association in St. Louis, Missouri

	1861	Julius Sturges brings first pretzel on the market in Lititz, Pennsylvania

	1866	Adolf Pfannenschmidt from Rinteln founds Pfannenschmidtstadt—better known today as Hollywood.

	1872	Brewers Philip Best, Valentin Blatz, Franz Falk, Frederick Miller, Jacob Obermann, Frederick Pabst, Joseph Schlitz, and others make Milwaukee the leading beer exporter

	1882	Peak year for German immigration: 250,630 come to America

	1884	Ottmar Mergenthaler revolutionizes typesetting

	1886	Haymarket Riots in Chicago lead to arrest and execution of radical socialist editor August Spies of the Arbeiter Zeitung

	1894	About eight hundred German-language journals were being printed in the United States, the greatest number ever, making up more than half the nation’s foreign language press

	1901	National German-American Alliance founded

	1904	St. Louis Germans bring the “hamburger” on the market

	1917	America enters World War I and anti-German hysteria suppresses German language in publications, education, churches

	1928	Herbert Hoover (ancestral name Huber) elected—first president of German ancestry

	1952	Dwight D. Eisenhower, a descendant of German-speaking Swiss, elected to his first of two terms as president

	1987	German-American Day was established by Congressional resolution and presidential proclamation





Within the world of writing and journalism, German-Americans such as Gertrude Stein, Kurt Vonnegut, and Walter Lippmann stand out as well as novelist Sylvia Plath and publisher Joseph Pulitzer (who helped give rise to “yellow journalism” before the prizes for journalistic excellence that bear his name were posthumously established). Baltimore-based H. L. Mencken might have the weightiest reputation in this category, unless it also includes German-born Thomas Nast, considered the “father of the political cartoon,” who gave us the seminal depictions of Republican elephants, Democratic donkeys … as well as a charming version of Santa Claus.

And speaking of politics, in addition to presidents Hoover and Eisenhower, the most influential German-Americans were probably Henry Kissinger, the National Security Advisor and Secretary of State under President Richard Nixon, and Carl Schurz, a refugee from the Revolutions of 1848 who served as a Union Civil War general, a U.S. Senator from Missouri, and as Secretary of the Interior (1877–1881).

Not far from politics in the sphere of acting and entertaining. Longtime Tarzan star Johnny Weissmuller originally was an Olympic swimmer, while German-born Marlene Dietrich was an actress whose mystique was difficult to top. Uma Thurman, an American actress born of a German mother, has a similar aura, while actor Christopher Walken’s father is an immigrant from Germany. There’s possibly no entertainer with a more German-sounding birth name than John Denver: The musician was originally Henry John Deutschendorf.

Some of the most famous products in American business are traceable to the Germans who founded their namesake companies. Henry J. Heinz gave his name to the H. J. Heinz Company, its world-renowned ketchup and his “57 varieties” of food products. Meat entrepreneur Oscar Mayer is synonymous with cold cuts. And Levi Strauss, of course, was the creator of the first company to manufacture blue jeans. The Rockefeller family earned millions in the oil business before most of them moved on to politics and philanthropic activities.

German-Americans didn’t just build businesses and fortunes. Father John A. Roebling and son Washington Roebling (both civil engineers) designed and built the Brooklyn Bridge. Early German immigrant Conrad Weiser, one of those 1709 Palatines, was a pioneer, farmer, monk, tanner, judge, and soldier—but perhaps most importantly, he had learned American Indian tongues as a teenager and worked as a peacekeeper on the borders of Pennsylvania until his death in 1760 during the time of the French and Indian War.

When the peace wasn’t kept, German-Americans had interesting roles in many conflicts. Mary Ludwig Hays, nicknamed and better known as “Molly Pitcher,” fought in battle during the Revolutionary War. One of the U.S. Army’s more spectacular failures, on the other hand, was laid at the feet of George Armstrong Custer, the cavalry commander who was killed with all his men in the 1876 Battle of the Little Bighorn.

German religious leaders of note have also ranged from mainstream to extreme. The Rev. Henry Melchior Muhlenberg took great pains to organize the German Lutherans in America after arriving in the 1740s. On the other hand, Conrad Beissel in 1732 founded the celibate religious order of “Brethren” at the Ephrata Cloister in Pennsylvania. George Rapp created the town of Harmony, Pennsylvania, a utopian community, in 1804. The Rappists later founded settlements in Indiana (New Harmony) and another in Pennsylvania called Economy.

The sporting world has been filled with German-Americans. The top pair from the New York Yankee’s “Murderers’ Row” baseball teams from the 1920s and 1930s were George Herman “Babe” Ruth and Lou Gehrig, both children of German immigrants. Professional golfer Jack Nicklaus’ surname retains a distinctively German spelling and his eighteen career major championships put him on top of nearly every sportswriter’s “best golfer ever” list. Pittsburgh Steelers quarterback Ben Roethlisberger has won football Super Bowls as well as a checkered reputation; during the “up” side of his achievements, he’s been a spokesman for the Swiss National Tourist Board in touting his Swiss-German heritage. Dallas Cowboys quarterback Roger Staubach, on the other hand, was a college Heisman Trophy winner and professional Hall of Famer, all while compiling a squeaky-clean image. And did you know that Pilates is not just an exercise class—he was a person, too? Joseph Hubertus Pilates overcame childhood sicknesses by creating a regimen of fitness exercises that bears his name today and includes yoga, Zen, and ancient Greek and Roman traditions.

YOUR OWN GERMAN-SPEAKING ROOTS: WHAT DO YOU KNOW?

Now that you have a better understanding of German roots in American culture, you can start exploring the German roots in your family tree. The evidence that you have German-speaking ancestry may be very obvious or could be inconclusive. In taking your ancestry “out for a spin,” so to say, you want to proceed with caution … and be prepared for a U-turn or two. Even proof that seems extremely obvious could be misleading—in both directions. Take for instance someone with the surname Schneider, which is the German word for “tailor.” It would seem self-evident that this ancestry will be German; however, there are instances of ethnic English named Taylor who moved to a German-dominated area of America and changed their surnames to fit in. More often this “translation” worked the other way, such as families with the German name of Klein taking the surname Little.

Other ways in which “German-ness” may be hidden are more convoluted. Remember those 1709 Palatines we talked about earlier? Some of this group never made it across the ocean; they were settled in Ireland. One such family adopted the name McSheffley, which kept its German-speaking origins obscured until a descendant found evidence that the original name of this family was Schaeffer.

Ethnic misnomers can also obscure German roots. Statisticians were baffled when the results of the 2000 census showed the number of Pennsylvania residents claiming “Dutch” descent had doubled between 1990 and 2000 despite that state having little in the way of immigration (or even migration from other states). Some speculate that many in the state who call themselves by the ethnic misnomer of “Pennsylvania Dutch” are actually descendants of Germans who came in Colonial times, but they have lost this connection and assume Dutch is their heritage. Another possibility is the fact that nearly all of these Colonial immigrants left continental Europe from the Dutch port of Rotterdam regardless of their country of origin.

An additional complication is the fact that “German-ness” is itself a complicated concept because a united German state didn’t exist until 1871. Plus, nearly all of Austria, much of Switzerland, and the microstates of Luxembourg and Liechtenstein are populated by German-speaking people, and many ethnic German enclaves once dotted Eastern Europe. All of this geographic ambiguity is proof positive that proceeding with caution is the best strategy. Remember, this guide covers the areas that today are part of Germany, that were part of the German Empire from 1871 to 1918, as well as Austria and Switzerland. We’ll generally use the terms “Germans” and “German-speaking” interchangeably for people from the areas just described.

HOW TO START YOUR SEARCH

The best way to start your genealogical search 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 two standard genealogy forms called a pedigree chart and a family group sheet.

A pedigree chart is a graphic listing the direct-line ancestors of a particular individual. In addition to the individuals’ names, the chart usually includes dates of birth, marriage, and death. Download a digital copy of this chart at <familytreeuniversity.com/germangenealogyguide>.
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Sample pedigree chart



A family group sheet captures detailed information of a single nuclear family. It begins with a husband and wife and lists all children born of that marriage. It includes birth, marriage, and death dates and often includes names of children’s spouses. Sometimes information on the places of vital events is shown, too. Download a digital copy of this chart <familytreeuniversity.com/germangenealogyguide>.

Another helpful chart is a biographical outline chart, available at <familytreeuniversity.com/germangenealogyguide>. Each chart is dedicated to a single ancestor and you use it to record important details about that ancestor’s life including education, military service, marriage, children, illness, religious milestones, migrations, residences, jobs, family events, land purchases, court appearances, deaths, and burials.
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Sample family group sheet



While you can compile these charts and sheets by hand, it’s easier to use computer software to manage the genealogy information you collect. There are a number of genealogy software programs available. Included with virtually every piece of genealogy software are ways to print selected information from your database into a chart or sheet. There is also a standard format for exchanging data between different genealogy software programs called “Genealogical Data Communication” or GEDCOM, so you can easily share information with fellow researchers.

A distinctively German method of portraying a direct-line pedigree is called an Ahnentafel (literally, “ancestor table”). In this table, you are numbered as “1,” your father as “2,” and your mother as “3.” In succeeding generations, each father has a number double that of his child, and the mother’s number is double (that of the child) plus 1. The Ahnentafel is especially useful for pedigrees that stretch back centuries in time since plotting such an ancestry on a pedigree chart would make the resulting chart enormous.

Me First

When you start your genealogy research, always start with yourself. Your research will be most effective if you work backwards from yourself instead of starting with a potential distant ancestor and trying to work forward to establish a connection. You are number one on your pedigree chart. Complete a family group sheet for the nuclear family you have with your spouse or significant other. Then add your parents to your pedigree chart and create a family group sheet for their marriage, and continue up the chart as far as you can.

Collect Stories from Family Members

A great way to gather information for your research is to create an oral history of your family. This process isn’t as intimidating or involved as it sounds. It simply involves asking family members to share their memories of the family. You’ll want to start by interviewing your closest blood relatives—parents and grandparents if possible—but don’t limit yourself. If there are friends of your grandparents or great-grandparents still living, interview them. Don’t rule out distant cousins, either. While they may not be close by blood (or even close in any physical or emotional way to the current generation), family artifacts from common ancestors—items such as family Bibles or papers from an immigrant—may have made their way down in a cousin’s line. Interviewing them may open the door to sharing these photos or documents in some way.

You can interview in person, over the phone or via Skype, or over e-mail. 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, or even a video camera. 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. Be sure to transcribe the interviews (at your leisure) so you have a backup copy in a version that is not dependent on technology (which can quickly become outdated and unavailable).


Genealogy Software

Family history research and database programs were a match made in computer heaven. Technology updates quickly, and dozens and dozens of genealogy database programs have come and gone over the years. The following genealogy software programs have stood out from the field:


	Family Tree Maker: This is the perennial industry leader (though often in the same way that McDonald’s is the leader in the fast-food market—through marketing rather than quality). It’s owned by Ancestry.com.

	The Master Genealogist: Many consider this to be the most sophisticated full-range genealogy program. It is more challenging to learn than other genealogy programs, but it has features well worth the additional time investment.

	Reunion: This was considered the preeminent (and for some years just about the only) program for Apple computers.

	Personal Ancestral File (PAF): This is a free genealogy software program created by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS). While it has an attractive price point, it also has fewer bells and whistles than other programs.



The first three programs still have their traditional places, but PAF is no longer serviced by the LDS church, which instead has been creating partnerships (including free versions of software) with Ancestral Quest, Legacy Family Tree, and RootsMagic. These partnership software programs are certified to be compatible with the LDS website <familysearch.org>.

More detailed information about genealogical software is at <familytreemagazine.com/ResearchToolkit/SoftwareGuide>.



Bring your pedigree chart and some family group sheets and ask the person you are interviewing to help you fill them out. Then ask for details about each person you add to the chart. Ask for a description of the ancestor’s personality, occupation, where he lived. Find more interview tips online at <familytreemagazine.com/article/Oral-History-Interview-Question-Lists>.

During the interview, be prepared to let the person you’re interviewing wander off into tangents. Many “family stories” might not directly impact your research, but they will give a more complete understanding of your ancestors. Genealogists have been called either “family historians” or “ancestor collectors.” The former attempt to form detailed portraits of their forebears, while the latter settle for names, dates, and little else. Oral history will help turn an ancestor collection into a family history! For example, in an interview with Great-Aunt Emily about her mother’s family, Emily shared that her sister never wished to be called “Nanny” by her grandchildren. Emily and her sister had such bad experiences with their own ancestress who used “Nanny” as her familiar nickname. Emily also explained that her aunt Katie never got along very well with Emily’s mother (Katie’s sister) or Katie’s other siblings. Emily told of the family’s experience with the Influenza Epidemic of 1918–1920, when Aunt Katie refused to help siblings who were sick. Katie and her husband would stop on the road and yell from their car. “Guess who was the only family member to get the flu and die?” Emily asked, the answer written on her face. Such family stories, when verified as much as possible by other records, reveal character as well as sterile facts. Some of the stories that your interviewee will tell you might not seem relevant to your search at the time, but you have no way of knowing what twists and turns your research may take, so bear with them.

Many families have chapters they’d like to keep private. If you think a topic will be sensitive for the person you are interviewing, leave it for the later part of the interview. Starting with a controversial topic might shut down the interview quickly and deprive you of basic information. On the other hand, don’t shy away from asking the tough questions. It may be your best and only chance to solve a family mystery.

Don’t put off interviewing family members, especially older ones. Memories fade—sometimes quickly, and you never know what tomorrow will bring. We can reasonably assume that paper records will be around for generations, but we never know just how much time we have with loved ones.

Home Sources

You know your birth date and place and the other important milestones of your life, but what evidence do you have to prove these events to others? You have your birth certificate, marriage license, and other vital documents, and all of these records are likely in your home. Any document, record, or artifact that contains genealogical information and is found in your home is called a home source. Home sources are the first sources you should check when you are starting your genealogy research. The family Bible, scrapbook, funeral cards, birth announcements, wedding announcements, newspaper clippings, yearbooks, and city directories are all examples of home sources. When you interview family members, ask them if they have any home sources they can share with you. Bring a camera or portable digital scanner to make copies of these documents.

As you search for home sources, be on the lookout for anything that includes evidence of “German-ness” (for lack of a better word), such as:


	documents written in German or a signature in German cursive script (often used by descendants of German immigrants for generations, depending on the area)

	twentieth-century U.S. census returns with mother tongue noted as German

	customs or recipes that are German

	family stories about a German heritage

	references to German-speaking states, such as Bavaria or Württemberg

	association with a German ethnic church

	membership in a German fraternal organization




[image: ]

This decorative certificate is not an official record, but an example of a home record you may find in your ancestor’s papers. This certificate was printed at Ephrata Cloister in northern Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. It was likely printed for schoolmaster Henrich Otto (1733–circa 1799) as the art and the infill (handwritten genealogical data) is attributed to him. The certificate was infilled for Maria Elisabetha Loewengut, daughter of Jacob and Elisabetha (Lein[in]ger) Loewengut. Maria Elisabetha was born about four o’clock in the morning on January 8, 1787. She was born in Penn Township, Northumberland (now Snyder) County, Pennsylvania. Courtesy of the Earnest Archives and Library.



While these home sources are an excellent place to start, the information they contain may not be 100 percent reliable or accurate. You’ll have to evaluate the source to determine how accurate it likely is.


[image: ]

This is another example of a decorative certificate. It was made for Samuel Groman, son of Samuel and Maria Groman. Samuel Groman, Jr. was born October 4, 1800, in Upper Saucon Township, Northampton County, Pennsylvania. Samuel’s certificate was printed about 1810 by Johann Ritter in Reading, Pennsylvania. It is signed by the scrivener Gottfried Miller of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, and dated 1813. It is not unusual that Samuel’s certificate was completed years after he was born. Courtesy of the Earnest Archives and Library.



Primary and Secondary Sources

In evaluating sources of information, genealogists make distinctions between what are called “primary” and “secondary” sources. Primary sources are generally defined as those created in relatively close proximity to the event in question by someone in position to know the truth of the facts asserted and include such documents as civil birth, marriage, and death certificates; church baptismal and burial records; tombstones; wills; deeds; and U.S. census schedules. The definition of a secondary source is, essentially, “everything else,” and the most prominently used of these sources are compiled family genealogies and county biographical histories. Each piece of data found in secondary sources should be traceable to either to one primary source or a conclusion based on one or more primary sources.


Primary Sources


	civil birth, marriage, and death certificates

	church baptismal and burial records

	tombstones

	wills

	deeds

	U.S. census schedules



Secondary Sources


	newspaper clippings

	family Bible

	county biographical histories

	published genealogies

	oral history





Primary sources are further separated into those that are originals (or photocopies of originals) and derivatives (such as published abstracts of records or hand-copied versions of original wills and deeds). There’s a good chance that hand-copied versions and abstractions will include errors, so it’s best to find original primary sources whenever possible.

It’s not uncommon for different sources to give conflicting information about a life event. In this case, give more credence to the source created more closely to the event. For example, if two sources for the date of death are an obituary and a tombstone, the obituary is more likely to have the accurate date than a memorial marker that might have been carved months or years later. Or if two sources for a date of birth are a baptismal record and an obituary, the baptismal record is likely more accurate because it was created closer to the person’s birth.

It’s important to note that oral histories are secondary sources. We all know how faulty our memories can be. You’ll want to find sources that confirm the dates and stories you hear. Keep an open mind concerning family stories, especially when these stories involve legends about family origins or contain “unbelievable” information. You’ll want to attempt to prove those stories and legends with other sources. It’s important that no family story be ignored, no matter how “crazy” it may seem, because nearly all contain at least a small kernel of truth.

Finding Sources Outside of Your Home

Home sources are simply the starting point for your research. After you’ve collected all the data from these sources, you’ll want to verify the information and add to it by exploring additional historical records. This book will help you find additional genealogy records and sources specific to German genealogy.

There are many genealogy research methods, and as you gain research experience, you’ll recognize that each search is as individual as the ancestor you’re researching. Just as no two people are alike, no two searches are completely alike. A “typical” search (with the caveat that the circumstances of each case will lead to additional steps in some cases and shortcuts in others) involves the following steps, all of which will be detailed in future chapters:

1. SEARCH ONLINE. The Internet gives genealogists access to scads of information. Paid subscription databases, such as Ancestry.com <ancestry.com>, and free databases, such as Family Search <familysearch.org>, let you search millions of digitized records with a few keyboard strokes. You can also search the websites of repositories and organizations and use genealogy forums and message boards to connect with other individuals researching the same family. Much of the information found online will be faulty in some way, but it’s an easy starting point for a beginning genealogist. Remember to find primary and secondary sources for all of the information you find online to add credibility to your research.

2. VISIT OR REQUEST RECORDS FROM AMERICAN REPOSITORIES. More genealogy records are put online every day, but it’s important to remember that not all records are online. Some records may be available only at American repositories such as a county courthouse or state archive. If you can’t visit these repositories in person, you can correspond and request records be mailed to you. If you are corresponding by mail, be patient. It can sometimes take more than six months to receive a reply. Even repositories that have made substantial collections of their documents available online will have additional resources on-site. And those that have not “gone digital” often have made their catalogs of holdings available on the Internet, giving researchers a leg up by being able to put together a listing of the books, microfilms, or original documents they wish to research in advance of the visit. In some cases, Internet sites will merely have indexes or abstracts of documents and the repositories will offer access to the originals, which can then verify and/or expand upon the information found online. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ Family History Library (FHL) in Salt Lake City, Utah, has a well of genealogy documents. You can search its catalog and many records online at <familysearch.org>. If you find a record you need but can’t make it to Salt Lake City, you can request that the material be sent to a local Family History Center in your area. Family History Center locations are listed on the website.

3. CORRESPOND WITH






BASIC GENEALOGY TIPS


Always Consider Time and Place




Researching Alternate Spellings




	Snyder, the most common Americanized spelling

	Snider

	Shneider

	Shnider

	Shnieder, because sometimes people will not use the German rule of the “second letter speaks” in vowel combinations

	Sneiter, because the “d” and “t” can often interchange in German

	Sneither, because the “t” sometimes is represented as “th”

	Snitter

	Shnitter

	Sniter






Try Creative Spelling



Practice Whole-Family Genealogy
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