
GERMAN CHURCH RECORDS HANDOUT 

By John D. Beatty, CG® 

 

Challenges of using German church records: 

 

◼ Identifying and locating the church within the German Empire. 

◼ Determining if the records still exist. 

◼ Reading archaic forms of handwriting. 

◼ Regional variants in records. 

◼ Lost or destroyed records. 

 

 

Common Terms Found in German Church Records 

 

◼ Taufen = Baptisms 

◼ Geburten = Births 

◼ Heiraten or Trauungen or Hochzeiten or Copulations = Marriages 

◼ Toten or Beerdigen = Burials 

◼ Sterben or Sterbefälle = Deaths 

◼ Auszug = Excerpt 

◼ Konfirmationen/Firmungen – Confirmations 

◼ Witwer/Witwe or Viduus/Vidua (Latin) = Widower/widow 

◼ Zeugen or Patrini = godparents 

 

 

Identifying the Right Parish 

 

◼ Determining the “exact” place of birth. 

◼ Use American sources fully… 

◼  Marriage and burial records, obituaries, family Bibles. 

 

 

Doing “Whole Family” Research and Other Tips 

 

◼ Look for church marriage and burial records as well as obituaries of ALL of your 

immigrant ancestors’ siblings. 

◼ Search godparents and other friends. 

◼ Study ethnicity of the immigrant church. (Some were dominated by immigrants from a 

particular area). 

 

 

Ancestry’s German Databases (www.ancestry.com) 

 

◼ Germany, Select Marriages, 1558-1929 (28 million records) 

◼ Germany, Select Deaths and Burials, 1582-1958 (7.1 million records) 

◼ Germany, Lutheran Baptisms, Marriages, and Burials: 2 databases: 1518-1921 and 1567-

1945 (27 million records with some overlap) 

◼ Germany, Select Births and Baptisms, 1558-1898 

◼ Germany, Select Marriages, 1558-1929 

◼ Many others – few Catholic records here 

 

http://www.ancestry.com/


Familysearch’s German Databases 

 

◼ Germany Births and Baptisms, 1558-1898 (15 million names) 

◼ Germany Deaths and Burials, 1582-1958 

◼ Germany Marriages, 1558-1929 

◼ Civil registrations for specific areas 

◼ Most German Catholic Church records not on Ancestry 

 

 

Caution Using Databases of German Church Records 

 

◼ False positives: Same name, different person 

◼ Selected indexed records from town or church 

◼ Abstracted information is wrong 

◼ You may not have the right town or parish 

 

 

Steps in Identifying Parishes 

 

◼ “Daughter” villages near the parish church. 

◼ Church of your ancestor’s denomination may be in a nearby town. 

◼ Meyers Orts und Verkehrs Lexikon 

◼ Kevan Hansen’s Map Guide to German Parish Registers series - indispensable source 

 

 

Using the Familysearch Catalog for German church records www.familysearh.org 

 

Using Archion for Lutheran parish records www.archion.de 

 

Using Matricula for German Catholic records https://data.matricula-online.eu/en/ 

 

 

Special Problems with Using Pre-1800 German Parish Registers 

 

◼ Peculiarities of organization in the church book. 

◼ Misspellings, variants, and archaic spellings. 

◼ Abbreviations 

◼ Dialectic words 

◼ Illegible script or damaged records 

◼ Dates in church records 

 

 

Organization and Factual Issues 

 

◼ Know arrangement of book - a table of contents in front, AND the Family History 

Library catalog can help. 

◼ Usual arrangement is by Baptisms (Taufen), Marriages (Heiraten), Deaths or burials 

(Toten), Confirmations (Konfirmation), and then within these groups, chronological. 

◼ Look for special problems: records in the wrong sections, and missing sections. 

◼ Look for separate city and country parish registers in some large parishes. 

◼ Consider that the information recorded may be wrong. 

http://www.familysearh.org/
http://www.archion.de/
https://data.matricula-online.eu/en/


Misspellings and Archaic Spellings of Surnames and Town Names 

 

◼ Have a detailed map of the area to look for nearby villages that may be misspelled. 

◼ Consider misspelled surnames, Latinized names, names with regional variants. 

◼ Some surnames vary in spelling in the same parish register. Think of German phonetics. 

◼ (Danner = Thanner; Baetz = Paetz) 

 

Coping with Abbreviations and Other Tips 

 

◼ Town names and the importance of having a good map close at hand 

◼ “Style of the scribe” - look at other records in his handwriting.  

◼ Look for widow/widower in marriage records and legitimate or illegitimate in baptismal 

records. 

 

Dialectic Words and Status Words as well as Occupations 

 

◼ Variations in occupational or social status terms, often regional. surname variants, 

Hochdeutsch versus Plattdeutsch 

 

 

Farm Names and Patronymics 

 

 

Strategies for Finding Lost Records 

 

◼ Strategies for narrowing the search 

◼ Examine nearby parish registers, especially for additional baptisms and listings as 

godparents  

◼ Carefully examine earlier registers of the parish, if extant, for surname. 

◼ Google names of missing parishes to see if records exist in German or Polish archives. 

 

 

German Archaic Months, Found in Some German and Many Swiss Records 

 

◼ Januar = Hartung               

◼ Februar – Hornung 

◼ März = Lenzmonat 

◼ April = Ostermonat 

◼ Mai = Wonnemonat 

◼ Juni = Brachmonat 

◼ Juli = Heumonat 

◼ August = Augstmonat 

◼ September = Erntemonat = 7ber = 7bris 

◼ Oktober = Weinmonat = 8ber = 8bris 

◼ November = Wintermonat = 9ber = 9bris 

◼ Dezember = Christmonat = 10ber = Xbris 

 

French Republican Calendar Under Napoleon 

 

◼ Affected civil records more often than church records, but given names were changed. 

 



Strategies for Viewing Parish Records if not Indexed 

 

◼ In the Baptismal register, go directly to the date of birth, if you know it.  

◼ The date you have may be off, so you may need to search a block of years in either 

direction… Search at least five years both ways. 

 

Contents of a Typical Nineteenth Century Baptismal Record 

 

Child’s name 

Date of birth and baptism 

Father’s name 

Sometimes father’s occupation or status 

Mother’s given name, sometimes with surname 

Place of birth 

Names of godparents 

 

 

Contents of Earlier Parish Baptismal Records 

 

◼ Name of the father 

◼ Date of the event 

◼ Names of godparents 

◼ Child’s name was optional, esp. in 17th century 

◼ Mother’s name was optional and sometimes omitted in early 17th century 

 

Next Steps: Two Options 

 

◼ Continue searching baptismal registers for siblings, or... 

◼ Go directly to the marriage register and look for the marriage of your ancestor’s parents. 

 

Special Symbols and Circumstances in the Records 

 

◼ Crosses marking deceased children 

◼ Illegitimate children 

◼ Children of the same name born close together with different parents 

 

 

Strategies for Searching Marriage Records 

 

◼ Most informative type of church record. 

◼ Typically, they will give names of bride and groom, their places of birth (at first 

marriage), and date of marriage. Some Catholic registers will show witnesses. 

◼ Sometimes shows ages of bride and groom.  

◼ Sometimes parents or fathers are shown. 

◼ Records improve greatly in 19th century all over German Empire, with birth dates often 

given. 

◼ Extract all entries for persons of the same surname. 

◼ Begin building family groups. 

 

 

Strategies for Searching Death Records 



 

◼ Look for the deaths of the immediate parents of your ancestor and determine their ages at 

death. 

◼ Make careful notes of occupations and/or status information. 

◼ Causes of death, if given, are worth investigating. 

◼ Make note of whether or not widowed, if indicated.  

 

 

Archion  www.archion.de 

 

◼ PPrrootteessttaanntt  ppaarriisshh  rreeggiisstteerrss  oonnllyy 

◼ FFeeeess  aarree  $$2222..3388  ffoorr  aa  mmoonntthh  ppaassss  oorr  $$220011..0077  ffoorr  aa  yyeeaarr  ppaassss  ((ggiivveess  yyoouu  660000  ddiiggiittaall  

ddoowwnnllooaaddss)) 

◼ GGeett  rreeggiissttrraattiioonn  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn  wwhheenn  yyoouu  ssuubbssccrriibbee..  EEssttaabblliisshh  llooggiinn  aanndd  ppaasssswwoorrdd.. 

◼ NNoo  iinnddeexxeess..  YYoouu  hhaavvee  ttoo  ddoowwnnllooaadd  aanndd  rreeaadd  tthhee  oorriiggiinnaall  hhaannddwwrriitttteenn  rreeccoorrddss  iinn  GGeerrmmaann.. 

◼ SSoommee  oovveerrllaapp  wwiitthh  AAnncceessttrryy’’ss  LLuutthheerraann  rreeggiisstteerrss  ((wwhhiicchh  aarree  iinnddeexxeedd)),,  bbuutt  mmaannyy  mmoorree  aarree  

ffoouunndd  hheerree  nnoott  aavvaaiillaabbllee  eellsseewwhheerree.. 

 

 

Matricula 

 

- Arranged by Catholic Diocese, then by Parish within Each Diocese 

- Free 

 

 

 

Guides 

 

Bentz, Edna M. If I Can, You Can Decipher Germanic Records. San Diego, CA: Edna M. Bentz, 

1983. /929 B44i/ 

 

Boehl, Beverly. Deciphering the Church Records of Germany. Garland, Texas: the Author, 1983. 

/929 B625d/  

 

Brandt, Edward R., et al. Germanic Genealogy: A Guide to Worldwide Sources and Migration 

Patterns. St. Paul, MN: Germanic Genealogy Society, 2007. /943 G317b/  

 

Dearden, Fay S. Deciphering Gothic Records: Useful Hints for Helping You Read “Old German” 

Script. Minneapolis: Fay S. Dearden, 1996. /929 D33d/ 

 

Johnson, Arta F. Guide to the Spelling and Punctuation of German Names. [No place]: Arta F. 

Johnson, n.d. /943 J63g/ 

 

________. How to Find German Church Records without Knowing Much German. [No place]: 

Arta F. Johnson, 1980. /943 J63h/ 

 

Minert, Roger P. Deciphering Handwriting in German Documents. Wood Cross, UT: GRT 

Publications, 2001. /943 M662de/ 

 

http://www.archion.de/


Shea, Jonathan D., and William F. Hoffman. In Their Words: A Genealogist’s Translation Guide 

to Polish, German, Latin, and Russian Documents. 3 vols. New Britain, CT: Language & 

Lineage Press, 2000. /929 Sh3in/ 

 

Smith, Kenneth L. Genealogical Dates: a User-Friendly Guide. Camden, Maine: Picton Press, 

1994. /929 Sm52ge/ 

 

________. German Church Records: Beyond the Basics. Camden, Maine: Picton Press, 1989. /Gc 

929 Sm52g/ 

 

________. Practical Guide to Dating Systems for Genealogists. Columbus, OH: Kenneth L. 

Smith, 1983. /929 Sh52p/ 

 

 

Dictionaries 

 

Beam, C. Richard, and Joshua R. Brown, eds. The Comprehensive Pennsylvania German 

Dictionary. 12 volumes. Morgantown, PA: Masthof Press, 2004. /974.8 B37pa/ 

 

Betteridge, Harold T. New Cassell’s German Dictionary. New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1958. 

/433.2 B46ng/ 

 

Chorzempa, Rosemary A. Morbus: Why and How Our Ancestors Died: A Genealogical 

Dictionary of Terms Found in Vital Records with Descriptions of the Diseases as They 

Relate to the Health of Our Ancestors. Chicago: Polish Genealogical Society of America, 

1991. /929 C45mo/ Includes Latin definitions, but not German.  

 

De Neui, Donald. Word List: Plaatdüuts=Low German, Hochdüuts=High German 

Engels=English. El Dora, Iowa: D. De Neui, 2000. /943 D413wo/ 

 

Grimm, Jacob and Wilhelm. Das Deutsches Wörterbuch. 1852-1961. 

 /http://urts55.uni-trier.de:8080/Projekte/DWB/ 

 

Simpson, D. P. Cassell’s New Latin Dictionary. New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1968. /473.2 

C27b/ 

 

Suess, Jared H. Central European Genealogical Terminology. Logan UT: Everton Publishers, 

1978. /929 Su24c/ 

 

Thiessen, Jack. Mennonite Low German Dictionary / Mennonitisch-Plattdeutsches Wörterbuch. 

Madison, WI: Max Kade Institute for German-American Studies, 2003. /929.102 M52th/  

 

Thode, Ernest. German-English Genealogical Dictionary. Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing 

Co., 1992. /929 T35g/ 

 

 

Gazetteers 

 

Hansen, Kevan. Map Guide to German Parish Records. Volume 1: Grandduchy of Hessen; 

volume 2 and 2A: Grandduchy of Baden; volume 3: Mecklenburg (Grandduchies of 

Schwerin & Streltz); volume 4: Schleswig-Holstein & Oldenburg; volume 5: 



Wuerttemberg (Jagstkreis); volume 6: Wuerttemberg (Neckarkreis & Hohenzollern); 

volume 7: Wuerttemberg (Schwarzwaldkreis); volume 8: Wuerttemberg (Donnaukreis); 

volume 9: Hessen-Nassau (Wiesbaden); volume 10: Hessen-Nassau (Kassel); volume 11: 

Rhineland (Aachen & Dusseldorf); volume 12: Rhineland (Köln & Koblenz); volume 13: 

Rhineland (Trier & the Pfalz);  volume 14: Bavaria (Unterfranken); volume 15: Bavaria 

(Oberfranken); volume 16: Bavaria (Mittelfranken); volume 17: Bavaria (Oberpfalz); 

volume 18: Bavaria (Schwaben); volume 19: Bavaria (Niederbayern I); volume 20: 

Bavaria (Niederbayern II); volume 21: Bavaria (Oberbayern I); volume 22 (Oberbayern 

II); volume 23: Bavaria Index; volume 24: Thuringia; volume 25: Kingdom of Saxony 

(Leipzig & Zwickau); volume 26: Kingdom of Saxony (Bautzen, Chemnitz, & Dresden); 

volume 27: Kingdom of Prussia-Sachsen (Anhalt & Brunswick); volume 28: Kingdom of 

Prussia-Sachsen (Mersburg); volume 29: Kingdom of Prussia-Sachsen (Magdeburg); vol. 

30: Kingdom of Prussia (Hanover I); volume 31: Kingdom of Prussia (Hanover II); 

volume 32: Kingdom of Prussia (Hanover III); volume 33: Alsace-Lorraine (Unterelsass 

I); volume 34 (Unterelsass II); volume 35: Alsace-Lorraine (Oberelsass I); volume 36: 

Alsace-Lorraine (Oberelsass II); volume 37: Alsace-Lorraine (Lothringen District I); 

volume 38: Alsace-Lorraine (Lothringen District II); volume 39: Prussia-Westphalia I; 

volume 40: Prussia-Westphalia II; volume 41: Prussia-Brandenburg I (Potsdam); volume 

42: Prussia-Brandenburg II (Franfort an der Oder); volume 43: Prussia-Brandenburg III 

(Berlin); volume 44: West Prussia I (Danzig); volume 45: West Prussia II 

(Marienwerder); volume 46: East Prussia I (Allenstein); volume 47: East Prussia II 

(Königsberg); volume 48: East Prussia III (Gumbinnen); volume 49: Pomerania I 

(Köslin); volume 50: Pomerania II (Stettin and Stralsund); volume 51: Posen I 

(Bromberg); volume 52: Posen II (Posen); volume 53: Silesia I; volume 54: Silesia II; 

volume 55: Silesia III; volume 56: Free City of Hamburg; volume 57: Cities of Bremen, 

Lübeck, and Kiel; volume 58: Cities of Dresden and Leipzig; volume 59: Cities of 

Munich and Nuremberg; volume 60: Cities of Cologne and Düsseldorf; volume 61: Cities 

of Breslau and Stettin. North Salt Lake, Utah: Kevan M. Hansen, 2004-2020. /943 

H198m/ 

 

Kartenmeister  www.kartenmeister.com Best online website for German maps and gazetteers 

 

 

Wright, Raymond S., ed. Meyers Orts- und Verkehrs-Lexikon des Deutschen Reichs. 2 volumes. 

1912; Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., 2000. /943 W93m/     

 

 

Archival Listings, Bibliographies, and Directories 

 

Cerny, Johni. Guide to German Parish Registers in the Family History Library of the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 2 vols. Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., 1988. 

Volume One: Baden, Bavaria, Wuerttemberg; Volume Two: Saxon States, Silesia, 

Schleswig-Holstein, Westphalia, Thuringian States, Oldenburg, Brunswick, Bremen, 

Alsace-Lorraine, Hesse, Lippe-Detmold, Mecklenburg-Schwerin, Mecklenburg-Strelitz, 

Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt, Schwarzburg-Sonderhausen, Waldeck, Anhalt, Lubeck, 

Schomburg-Lippe, Hamburg. 

 

Henning, Eckart, and Christel Wegeleben. Kirchenbücher: Bibliographie gedrucker Tauf-, Trau- 

und Totenregister sowie der Bestandsverzeichnisse im deutschen Sprachgebiet. Neustadt 

an der Aisch,Germany: Verlag Degener & Co., 1991. /943 H393k/ Bibliography of 

articles on church records published in various German-language periodicals. 

http://www.kartenmeister.com/


 

Landeskirchliches Archiv. Schnellüberblick Kirchenbuchbestand. Greifswald: Germany: 

Landeskurchliches Archiv, 1995. /943.81 L23p/ Bibliography of church registers from 

Pomerania in the Lutheran archives at Greifswald. 

 

Wright, Raymond. Ancestors in German Archives: A Guide to Family History Sources. 

Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., 2004. /943 An21/ 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


