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Finding Your Elusive Eastern

European Ancestors'

Lisa A. Alzo explores the myths that frustrate and frazzle even the most experienced genealogist

ANYONE WHO HAS attempted to
trace their ancestors back to
Eastern Europe understands the
special challenges and frustrations
associated with this seemingly
daunting task.

Border changes, language dif-
ferences, political considerations
and exotic-sounding surnames
often complicate the research
process. This article will explore
10 specific myths about finding
your elusive Eastern European
ancestors and specific ways to
bust them!

Myth #1 — It’s Too Difficult.

At one time, finding information
about an ancestor who hailed from
a tiny town or village in most
Eastern European countries could
be challenging and perhaps

which researchers can obtain the
information.

The best approach for Eastern
European genealogists today is to
utilize all the resources available
(both traditional and online) for
the particular country and also the
town or village. -
This includes
resources avail-
able in your
backyard,
including home
and family
resources and
North American
records offices,
online databases,
library holdings
and information
that may have
already been

even the most
savvy of
researchers.
However, thanks
to the changing
political sphere,
less restrictive
access in many
countries, micro-
filming efforts of
the Church of
Jesus Christ of
Latter-Day
Saints Family
History Library
(FHL) and the
Internet, many
doors that were
once closed to
researchers have
now opened.
This is not to say that all records
or archives in every locality in
Eastern Europe are completely
accessible. There are still limita-
tions on what records are available
and, in some cases, the method by

impossible, for

compiled by fellow researchers
(see Myth #3). Once you have iden-
tified the locality you want to
search, surf the web and using
Google and/or your favorite
search engine to look for any

information available on the
country and specific town or vil-
lage. Most countries have travel
and tourism sites you can consult
for history and other specifics
about the country. In addition,
many state or regional archives for

Top; a small village in Slovakia.
Left; The view overlooking Cesky
Krumlov in the Czech Republic.

countries have their own websites
listing hours of operation, fees,
public accessibility, and policies
and procedures regarding on-site
and long-distance research. Some
towns or villages may even have
their own website, or other
researchers may have created a
site about their ancestral village.
Along with a generalized
Internet search, another way to
obtain information is to join the
Federation of Eastern European
Family History Societies
(FEEFHS), www.feefhs.org, or the
East European Genealogical
Society, www.eegsociety.org/Index
.html. Both societies publish jour-
nals packed with informative
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how-to articles for conducting in-
depth research, and they provide
many additional benefits to its
members.

Ethnic-specific genealogical
societies, such as the Carpatho-
Rusyn Society, www.carpathorusyn
society.org, the Czechoslovak
Genealogical Society International,
wwiw.cgsi.org, or the Polish
Genealogical Society of America,
www.pgsa.org, among others, also
provide opportunities for learning
through publications, conferences
and networking with other
researchers. To find out about spe-
cific groups, check the FEEFHS
website or Cyndi’s List of Societies
and Groups, www.cyndislist
.com/jczech.htm.

Muyth #2 — You Will Find All The
Information You Seek Online.
While it is true that technology
(especially the Internet) has
greatly changed the field of
genealogy, those seeking their
roots in Eastern Europe, in gen-
eral, still need to refer to micro-
filmed records, photocopied
documents from archives or other
traditional means to obtain key
details. However, don’t take this
to mean you won't find any infor-
mation about your Eastern Euro-
pean ancestors on the Internet.
There are some very good web-
sites to consult. (For an overview,
read the article “Top 20 Eastern
European Websites” in the

May /June 2005 issue of Family
Chronicle). As time goes by, per-
haps more online resources will
become available. For now, a good
strategy is to utilize the Internet as
much as possible to gather initial
information, streamline the steps
of the research process and to con-
tact or network with others. This
will lay a solid foundation for
larger or more complicated tasks.

Myth #3 — The First Place To
Look Is “Across the Pond”.
While it is tempting to begin your
research across the Atlantic,
searching for information in the
US or Canada first will help to
save you time (and money) in the
long run. Check home and family
sources, vital records, censuses,
immigration, naturalization,
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church and other records that can
be accessed online, in person or
via snail mail. As noted in Myth
#1, many, although not all, church
and other records from countries
in Eastern Europe have been
microfilmed by the FHL,
www.familysearch.org, so always
check the catalog before searching
for similar records overseas. Also
for US immigration and other
records, consult the National
Archives and Records Administra-
tion, www.archives.gov/research_
room/obtain_copies/military_and_
genealogy_order_forms.html, and for
naturalization records and alien
registrations, utilize the Freedom
of Information Act to request
copies of documents from the US
Citizenship and Immigration Ser-
vices. Form G-639 is download-
able from http://uscis.gov/graphics
[formsfee/forms/files/g-639.pdf. For
information on Canadian cen-
suses, immigration and vital
records, go to the Library and
Archives of Canada at
www.collectionscanada.ca/index-e
hitml.

Myth #4 — Resources And
Research Processes Will Be The
Same For All Countries In
Eastern Europe.

While many of the research steps
will be identical (finding the vil-
lage of origin, locating vital and
other records, etc.), the specifics
on how and where to find the
information may vary from
country to country. Finding infor-
mation in Romania may prove
more difficult than doing so in
Poland. Documents or records in
Slovakia may be more readily
accessible than those found in the
Czech Republic. Always take into
account of what was happening in
a particular country when your
ancestor resided there in terms of
geography, government, religion
and other factors.

Myth #5 — Your Ancestor’s Name
Will Be Spelled The Same Way
You Know It Today.

One of the most common mistakes
is to narrowly focus your research
on the way your name is spelled
or how you know your parents or
grandparents spelled it. A family

member may insist that a surname
has “always been spelled that
way”, but you may find out differ-
ently as you continue your
research. Surname spellings often
vary in grammatical context.
Female surnames typically have
the suffix -ova at the end. You may
encounter patronymic surnames
(those derived from the father’s
name), surnames that reflect social
status or personal features, trades
or occupations, or those derived
from other sources. Note first
name practices, too. Orthodox and
Catholic families frequently
named their children for saints.
Many immigrants “Americanized”
their names upon arrival. Some
adopted the English equivalent,
while others made the spelling
appear more American, or chose a
similar-sounding name. Despite
common lore, Ellis Island immi-
gration officials did not change
people’s names. To learn more, see
www.ins.usdoj.gov/graphics/abotins
/history/articles/NameEssay.html. Be
open to all spelling variations for
both surnames and first names.
For example, when researching
records for my grandmothers, I've
encountered a number of varia-
tions of their names in legal docu-
ments. My maternal grand-
mother’s first name appears as
Vera, Veron, Verona and Veronica,
and her maiden name as Straka,
Sztraka, Stracha, Strak and Strake,
while my paternal grandmother’s
first name is listed as Alzbeta,
Elizabeth, Elizabeta and Erzebet,
and her maiden name as Fenchak,
Fencak, Fenscak and Fencik.

Muyth #6 — Locality Research
Should Be Based On Current
Geography.

World wars changed the face of
Eastern Europe. Invasions and
other internal conflicts in countries
also contributed to changing polit-
ical and geographical borders.
Towns and villages were
destroyed, redistricted and
renamed. Therefore, current place
names may not have existed
during your ancestor’s time. Once
the name of the ancestral town or
village is identified, the next step
is to determine its location during
the 20th century and before, using
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a selection of maps, atlases and
gazetteers. Gazetteers are books
that show all the towns in a partic-
ular country, and how they are
organized into political jurisdic-
tions (provinces, counties, dis-
tricts, etc.). Consult both printed
and online versions. Check the
FEEFHS Map room at www.feefhs
.org/newest_map.html and Osztrak-
Magyar Monarchia (1910),
http:/flazarus.elte.hu/hun/maps/1910
/1910ind.htm. The FHL catalog has
an extensive collection of books
and microfilms of maps and
gazetteers, www.familysearch
.org/Eng/Library/FHLC/frameset_fhlc
.asp. Another way to find a place is
to use Shtetlseeker at www.jewish
gen.org. Although many towns will
appear, along a link to MapQuest,
www.mapquest.cont, you may find
similar town names occurring in
more than one district. Shtetl-
seeker does not contain all places,
and you may need to convert
between old language and con-
temporary place names.

to 1892 or after 1924, you will not
find him or her listed in the EIDB.
You will need to check lists for
Castle Garden (New York’s immi-
gration station prior to Ellis
Island), as well as other ports such
Baltimore, Philadelphia or New
Orleans. Some of these earlier
records are now available via sub-
scription at Ancestry.com and
Genealogy.com. You can also order
copies of microfilmed passenger
lists from the FHL, www.family
search.org, through your local
Family History Center (FHC). In
addition, you may want to check
out the search tools designed by
Steve Morse, www.steveniorse.org,
that allow you to use more specific

- search parameters such as

“sounds like” searches on names
and towns. Finally, don’t forget to
check port of departure records for
the two most common ports of
Hamburg and Bremen, Germany.
Passenger lists for the Port of
Hamburg are preserved in the

de/ltyr/index.html.

When searching, you will see
initial results, but will need to pay
to receive additional details.
Unfortunately, most of the records
from Bremen have not survived.
However, thanks to an ongoing
reconstruction effort, some
Bremen Passenger Lists (1920-
1930) can be viewed online at
www.schiffslisten.de/index_en.html.

Myth #8 — Immigrants Never
Returned Home To The Old
Country.
A large number of immigrants
who came to the US or Canada
did so with no thought of ever
going back and renounced their
homeland to become naturalized
citizens. Many were escaping
from political or religious oppres-
sion, terrible economic or social
conditions and never wanted to
go back. However, some immi-
grants were so-called “birds of
passage”, indicating that they did
not necessarily intend to

Myth #7 — "1 Know My
Ancestor Came Through
Ellis Island... But [ Can’t
Find Him/Her!”

More than 20 million
immigrants passed
through the Port of New
York (or Ellis Island)
during the years of 1892-

IO S
PASSENGER RECORD .
T

American Eamily Dronigration Histary Censer® at Blis Island

1924. However, Ellis 'Eirs: br}tame: gnnai
as ame: evolar
Island was not the only Ethnicity: g e

port to process Eastern
European immigrants.
When the Ellis Island
Database (EIDB) came
online in April 2001,
many genealogists
flocked to the site to try |

Last Place of Residence:
Date of Arrival:
Age at Arrival: 27y Gender: £ Marital Status: M

Posa, Slovakia
June 20, 1920

Ship of Travel: France
Port of Departure: Le Havre
Manifest Line Number: 0019

settle permanently in the
New World. Many came
for a short time just to

| earn enough money to

| return to their homeland
and purchase land, and
possibly travel back
again to earn more
money. Always check for
| multiple entries for an
ancestor in both arrival
and embarkation records,
carefully noting the
“Place of Residence” and
“Destination” columns in
US lists and “State of
Origin” for departure
records. Whether
returning to their town

to find their ancestors’
passenger list records.
Since that time, the site
has been redesigned to
include several phonetic
and handwriting variance tools
that are useful for finding those
immigrants with “exotic
sounding” Eastern European sur-
names. However, even with the
improved search capabilities, there
may be simple explanations as to
why you can’t locate your
ancestor in the EIDB. If your
ancestor arrived in America prior
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Ellis Island Database Text Passenger Record for Anna
(Fenyesak) Bavolar (1920) shows her ethnicity as "U.S. Born.”
This is a clue that she was previously in the US and had

traveled back and forth to Slovakia.

German State Archives in Ham-
burg. These records include both
“direct” and “indirect” lists and
both should be searched so you
don’t overlook your ancestor.
Check for these lists (Auswander-
erlisten 1850-1934) in the FHL cat-
alog. Portions of these lists may
also be found online at
http://linktoyourroots. hamburg

or village was an option
for your immigrant
ancestor depends on per-
sonal circumstances and
what was happening in
his or her country. For example, I
found two records in the EIDB for
my grandmother’s sister, Anna
Fenscak Bavolar. Anna was born
in the US, then her family moved
back to Slovakia. She returned to
the US in 1911 while single, under
the name of Anna Fenyesak and
eventually married. Anna
returned to Slovakia to care for



her ailing mother in 1914 and was
unable to return to the US until
after WWIL

Myth #9 — The “Place Of
Residence” Listed On An Immi-
gration Record Is The Person’s
“Place Of Birth”.

Be careful when looking at pas-
senger list records/ship’s mani-
fests such as the ones found on
the EIDB. The immigrant was
asked about his/her last place of
residence, but this does not nec-
essarily mean birthplace. If you
assume so, you may end up
searching for records in the
wrong location. For example, my
grandfather’s arrival record lists
his “Last Place of Residence” as
Podolinec, but from other
sources, I learned that he was
born in Osturna. His family
moved to Podolinec when he was
a teenager, after his mother
remarried following the death of
his birth father. Also, consider
that some immigrants may have
had to work to earn money for

passage in the city of departure.
Others may have moved.

Myth #10 — Your Ethnic Identity
Is 100 Percent Certain.,

Just because your grandmother
said she was “Slovak” or “Polish”
does not make it so. Beware of the
“nationality trap”. Czechs may
discover German in their family
lines, while Slovaks may uncover
Carpatho-Rusyn, Hungarian,
Polish or Ukrainian ancestry. Ask
relatives what language they
heard their parents or grand-
parents speak; check the census,
especially, “Mother Tongue”
(1920) and “Language Spoken at
Home Before Coming to the US”
(1930) columns.

Also, the religion your ancestor
practiced can often provide addi-
tional clues. For example,
Carpatho-Rusyns are typically
Greek Catholic. Don't take the
information as gospel. There are
always exceptions. Be open to all
possibilities in the quest to solve
your family history mysteries.

If you're an Eastern European
genealogist today, you should be
optimistic. The common myths
that once stood as roadblocks to
your research no longer need hold
you back. With patience, persis-
tence and creative web sleuthing,
you can demystify the process of
finding your ancestors.

Lisa Alzo,
M.FA. is the
.| author of Three
Slovak Women
and Baba’s
Kitchen:
Slovak &
Rusyn Family
Recipes and Traditions, both
published by Gateway Press.
She works as a freelance writer,
lecturer and instructor of
genealogy and writing courses.
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