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Rhonda R. McClure, Senior Genealogist

Class 1: Getting Started

Researching 
German Ancestors

Meet today’s presenter

Rhonda R. McClure
Senior Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Waves of immigration
• Identifying the immigrant
• Finding Origins
• Unification
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Voice of 
Rhonda R. McClure,
Senior Genealogist

Waves of 
Immigration

Waves of Immigration
• 1683-1820

• 1820-1871

• 1871-1914

• 1914-1945

Engraving from Harper's 
Weekly, titled "From the 
Old World to the New: 
German Emigrants for New 
York Embarking on a 
Hamburg Steamer,“ 1874.
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1683-1820 — Emigration
• Due to economic 

hardships

• Due to religious 
persecutions

• Due to the Thirty 
Years’ War

• Many were Protestants

• Primarily from
– Rheinland
– Westfalen
– Hessen
– Baden
– Württemberg
– Elsaß Lothringen

Map of the Rhine River

Travel along the Rhein 
could be very 
expensive. Each duchy, 
kingdom, or principality 
would require a toll

1820-1871 — Emigration
• Due to economic hardships

– Unemployment
– Crop Failures

• Avoidance of military service

• Government encouraging poor to emigrate
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1871-1914 — Emigration
• Major increase in emigration

– Result of affordability
– Continued economic programs
– Continued political programs

• Large numbers from eastern provinces of 
Preußen

• Began to include Polish and Jewish people

1914-1945 — Emigration
• Number of German immigrants significantly 

reduced as a result of the U.S. quota acts 
beginning in 1924

• Emigrants included
– Political dissenters
– Jewish people
– Those unhappy with post WWI developments

Passenger Lists and 
Naturalization

10

11

12



Class 1: Researching German Ancestors 6/30/2025

©American Ancestors, 
AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The 
Brue Family Learning Center 5

Passenger Lists
• 1600s-1700s – No “traditional” passenger lists 

during this period

• 1800s – Passenger lists begin in 1820, but are
lacking in information provided

• Post-1906 – Passenger lists improve and begin to 
include last residence and eventually place of 
birth

1824

1880
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1892

1910 Page 1 of 2

Naturalization Records
• 1600s-1700s – In colony of Pennsylvania 

disembarking Germans required to take an “oath 
of allegiance” to the British monarch

• 1800s – Any court served as a court for 
naturalization

• Post-1906 – The time when the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service began to get records
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Certificate of Communion
• An Act passed by Parliament under King George 

in 1740 and adopted by Pennsylvania Supreme 
Court in September 1740

• A document written by the minister of the 
protestant church attended by the alien wishing 
naturalization.

• Were used in a few colonies but were not the 
only method with which aliens were naturalized 
at this time.
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Tip:
Create a timeline of your 

ancestor’s migration 
pattern in America

Nicholas Kalch Timeline
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QUESTIONS?

Identifying the 
Immigrant

Identifying the Immigrant
• Need to work from the known to the unknown

• Systematically work in traditional genealogical 
records

– Census
– Vital
– Cemeteries
– Probate

– Deeds
– Newspapers
– Church
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Census
• 1820, 1830 – Persons 

enumerated who were 
foreigners (not named)

• 1850, 1860 – Place of 
birth (may simply say 
German)

• 1870 – Place of birth 
(usually lists kingdom)

• 1880 – Place of birth of 
person and parents

• 1900 – same as 1880, 
plus: year of imm., 
number of years in U.S., 
naturalization status

• 1910 – same as 1880, 
plus: year of immigration, 
naturalization status

• 1920 – same as 1910, 
plus: person’s and 
parents’ native tongue

Census
• 1930 – Birthplace of person and person’s parents, 

native tongue, year of immigration, naturalization 
status

• 1940 – Birthplace, naturalization status. If answered 
supplementary questions
– Parents’ birthplace
– Native tongue of person

• 1950 – Birthplace, naturalization status. If answered 
supplementary questions:
– Parents’ birthplace
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1870 Census - Ohio

1850 Census - Louisiana

Tip:
Native tongue spoken 

could be a clue.
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Native Tongue
• Yiddish: Indicates Jewish individuals 

• Polish: Suggests they came from the eastern 
areas of Prussia

• May be found on passenger lists

• May be mentioned in census records

Newspapers
• Are often published in the U.S. towns where 

Germans settled

• Carry news from the towns back in Germany

• Helped Americanize new immigrants

• May indicate where in the old country 
individuals were from

Lubomyr R. Wynar’s and Anna T. Wynar’s Encyclopedic 
Directory of Ethnic Newspapers and Periodicals in the United 
States
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Finding German 
Newspapers Online

• Available through Genealogical 
Publishing Company  
www.genealogical.com

• Keep in mind that some of the 
areas may have been part of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Anno.onb.ac.at

www.loc.gov/rr/news/news_research_tools/newspapersinmf.html
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Church Records
• Records often retained their German language, 

even well into the 20th century.

• Recorded information in manner done back in 
Germany.

• Original towns of birth may be listed for parents 
in baptisms or bride and groom in case of 
marriage.

• Denomination may eliminate certain regions.

Tip:
Look for siblings –

different records offer 
different information
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Baptism, 1864, George Schmidt

Baptism, 1864, George Schmidt

Baptism, 1864, George Schmidt
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Baptism, 1867, Johann Schmidt

Baptism, 1867, Johann Schmidt

Baptism, 1867, Johann Schmidt
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QUESTIONS?

Finding Origins

Finding Origins
• Ancestors immigrating in more recent years have 

records that identify place of birth.

• Passenger lists prior to 1892 generally just list the 
country of origin.

• Naturalization records may supply a kingdom.

• Earliest immigrants may be Palatines.
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Finding Origins
• Some online databases may be of help as a result 

of record abstracts.

• Important to know as much as possible about 
your ancestor in order to identify the correct 
person in such databases.

FamilySearch.org
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Tip:
Don’t forget later 

marriages for 
information.

www.familysearch.org

www.familysearch.org
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www.meyersgaz.org

www.meyersgaz.org

Bayern = 
Bavaria
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Town of Schweix, Bavaria

Town of Schweix, Bavaria

Understanding Parishes
• 68-volume set:

– Vols. 1-55 devoted to 
kingdoms, duchies, 
states

– Vols. 56-68 focus on 
large cities

• Includes maps and 
information on 
Lutheran and Catholic 
parishes
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Schweix Catholic Church

Schweix – Lutheran Church

1

2

• Surnames can offer you some hints as to origins 
or occupation

• Preeminent source: Hans Bahlow’s Deutsches
Namenlexikon

• Translation of Bahlow: Edda Gentry’s Dictionary 
of German Names

German Names

67

68

69



Class 1: Researching German Ancestors 6/30/2025

©American Ancestors, 
AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The 
Brue Family Learning Center 24

Bahlow’s Deutsches
Namenlexikon

Gentry’s Dictionary of 
German Names

Bahlow and Gentry
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Unification

• Pre-1871: Kingdoms, Duchies, and other smaller 
principalities

• 1871-1918: German Empire

• 1918: Germany

• 1945: Post World War II Germany

Germany—Unification

Germany – Pre 1871
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German Empire, 1871-1918

Germany- Post 1918

Germany- Post 1945
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Germany

QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org

Consultations
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https://www.americanancestors.org/researching-german-ancestors-2025

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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