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Explores prerequisites for finding Jewish ancestors in Poland and Galicia: (1) knowing original 
family and personal names, (2) knowing the town of origin, and (3) having enough family dates 
and relationships to positively identify the ancestor(s) in old-world record sets. Tools discussed 
include JewishGen.org and other U.S. record sets. 
Important note: Parts of Poland and Galicia fall at times under the Russian Empire, so many 
immigrants simply report they are from “Russia” or “Russia-Poland” on immigration, census and 
other records. 

NAMES 
Family Names 
Jewish names in Poland were spelled with unique letters (e.g., Polish and Cyrillic) and letter 
combinations (e.g., Cherny as Czernie, Czarny, Charnie, Cerni). Many letters are pronounced 
differently or don’t even exist in English.  

Family name options after immigration: 
• Keep the original spelling, often sacrificing the sound of the name.

• Keep the original sound, often sacrificing the spelling of the name.

• Keep the meaning of the name (e.g. Weiss becomes White, Schwartz becomes
black).

• Discard parts of lengthy names (e.g. suffixes like “ski” and “wicz”)

• Take on an entirely different family name.
Sources for discovering original family names: 

• JewishGen.org Family Finder (free registration required). Living cousins share
125,000 ancestral surnames and 18,000 town names, all indexed and cross-
referenced by both surname and town name. JewishGen will allow you to message
possible cousins. http://www.jewishgen.org/jgff/

• YadVashem.org Central Database of Shoah (Holocaust) Victims’ Names. About 3
million pages of testimony plus other records searchable with “synonym” or
“Soundex” options.
http://yvng.yadvashem.org/advanced-search.html?language=en

• Beider, Alexander, A dictionary of Jewish surnames from the Kingdom of Poland,
Teaneck, New Jersey : Avotaynu, Inc., FHL call number 943.8 D46b.

• Beider, Alexander, A dictionary of Jewish surnames from Galicia, Bergenfield, New
Jersey : Avotaynu, Inc., FHL call number 943.86 D46b.

http://www.jewishgen.org/jgff/
http://yvng.yadvashem.org/advanced-search.html?language=en
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• Passenger records are based on the immigrant’s European identification papers. 
Naturalization records sometimes include the new name and the original name. 

• Records made closest to the immigration date tend to reflect non-Anglicized names.  
Important hint: 
Make every effort to find women’s maiden surnames—especially with common surnames. 
When searching European databases and records, the convergence of two surnames on a 
single record vastly improves results. 

Given Names 
Among Ashkenazi Jews from Eastern Europe, it is customary to name children after recently 
deceased family members (e.g. grandparents). By custom, children are almost never named for 
their living parents. 

Family members use secular, Yiddish, and Hebrew versions of their given name 
  —and nicknames—it’s a tradition! 
Sources for Jewish given names and their common variations: 

• The JewishGen.org Given Names Data Bases (GNDBs): 
http://www.jewishgen.org/databases/GivenNames/. 

• The Ancestry.com Jewish Given Name Variations database. Find this from the home 
page under “Search,” “Card Catalog.” It is a bit friendlier to use than JewishGen. 

• Headstones often include secular and Jewish given names. They also may include 
father’s names. 

PLACES 
Empires 
The Jewish “Pale of Settlement” in Eastern Europe is at the uneasy and unstable convergence 
of three world empires: The Russian Empire, The German-Prussian Empire, and the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. Within the span of a single lifetime, the town of origin may move between 
empires—even more than once. 

Kingdoms, Voivodeships, Principalities, Duchys, Provinces, etc. 
Before the advent of the modern nation-states, borders and governance shifted frequently. 
Since about 1800, Poland extended to these historical jurisdictions: 

• Kingdom of Poland (Congress Poland) including the voivodeships (governorships) of  
Kalisz, Lublin, Miechów, Radom, Siedlce, Płock, Suwałki and Warszawa. 

• Kingdom of Galicia (an Austro-Hungarian Province) including Kraków, Lwów, 
Stanisławów, and Tarnopol. 

• The voivodeships of Nowogródek (today in Belarus), Polesie (today in Belarus and 
Ukraine), Volhynian (today in Ukraine), and Wilno (today in Vilnius, Lithuania). 

• Kingdom of Germany including the provinces of Brandenburg, East Prussia, Pomerania, 
Posen, Silesia, and West Prussia. 

The greatest north and eastward extent of Poland was between World War I and World War II, 
but many provinces were then lost. The greatest westward extent of Poland came between and 
after the World Wars when it absorbed previously German provinces. Fortunately, little political 

http://www.jewishgen.org/databases/GivenNames/
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history is needed for family history purposes. Instead we focus research on the town or village—
the “shtetl” as it was known in Yiddish. For more detailed historical and geographical information 
consult the Historical Atlas of East Central Europe, by Paul Robert Magocsi, Seattle, 
Washington : University of Washington Press, FHL call number 940 H2ho v. 1. A digital version 
is viewable on line at FamilySearch Centers. 

The JewishGen Communities Database—a Hub 
Because European vital records were created primarily at the local city, town and village level, 
the Communities Database at JewishGen.org is designed to be a hub for your family research: 
http://www.jewishgen.org/Communities/Search.asp.  

Finding Your Shtetl(ech) 
Knowing your community or shtetl(ech) is a prerequisite to searching vital records in East 
Europe: 

If you know nothing try the following: 
• Use the suggestions in the handout entitled “Finding towns of origin in U.S. Records” 

online at: https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/Finding_towns_of_origin_in_U.S._Records. 
Remember that the very same suggested records for siblings, parents, and cousins 
to your ancestor will probably lead you back to the very same shtetl of origin. 

• JewishGen.org Family Finder (free registration required) discussed above to find 
living cousins who have already found the shtetl. 

• YadVashem.org Central Database of Shoah Victims’ Names discussed above to 
associate possible place names with your family name. 

If you have an obscure spelling try the following: 
• JewishGen Communities Database (link above) using the “sounds like,” “starts with,” 

and “contains” options. 

• YadVashem.org Central Database of Shoah Victims’ Names discussed above using 
only place name and the “synonym” and “Soundex” options.  

• ISODP Project Fuzzy Gazetteer: http://isodp.hof-university.de/fuzzyg/query/. 

• Various regional gazetteers available at the Family History Library. 

A Virtual Visit to Your Shtetl? 
Much of today’s Poland can be “visited” using Google Map’s Street View option!  

DATES, RELATIONSHIPS AND OCCUPATIONS 
Finding a convergence of multiple known family members in place and time is the single most 
reliable way to know you are following your family—the term for this is “preponderance of 
evidence.” Conversely, finding a single person with the right first and last name often leads to a 
false trail. 
Before looking toward European records, gather all available evidence about family relation-
ships and the dates of events like births, marriages, deaths and immigration. 

Dates 
Exact dates are, of course, better than reported or calculated ages. It is not uncommon to find a 
person in European records born on the right date, but in a different year. People simply may 

http://www.jewishgen.org/Communities/Search.asp
https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/Finding_towns_of_origin_in_U.S._Records
http://isodp.hof-university.de/fuzzyg/query/
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not remember the year, but remember the month and day. Thoroughly review the following 
records and document every inconsistency: 

• Census records. 

• Passenger records (including the 2nd page of 2-page manifests). 

• Naturalization records (be sure to find the declarations and the petitions). 

• Military records. 

• Marriage records. 

• Death records. 

• Headstones and cemetery records. 

• Newspaper obituaries including those in Jewish newspapers. 

• Family artifacts such as photographs and papers passed down to you or your cousins. 

Relationships 
Among the records searched for dates, census records, passenger lists, naturalization records,  
and obituaries are particularly useful for assembling family constellations. For a long period of 
time, U.S. arriving passengers were asked to give: 

• The name, relationship and address of a person still remaining in the old country. 

• The name, relationship and address of a person to whom they were going in the U.S. 
There are times when the age order and gender of children born in the old country are very 
helpful in recognizing the same family with Jewish given names in the old country. 

Occupations 
Among the records searched for dates and relationships, carefully record occupations. While 
occupation can change and is not 100% reliable, it can sometimes be a clincher for knowing 
that you are following the right family. 

SUMMARY 
Be patient and thorough! Quickly jumping to European records to find ancestors is a natural 
impulse, but doing so may result in: 

• Not finding any family members. 

• Finding and connecting to persons with similar names that are not family members. 

• Passing by the richness of one’s family history. 
Alternatively, thoroughness of preparatory research increases: 

• The probability of success. 

• Family history accuracy and richness. 

• Overall enjoyment of the research process. 
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Finding towns of origin in U.S. records 
(1800s-1900s immigrants) 

Follow these steps for the entire immigrant family, not just the ancestor 

• U.S. Census (every census)

o Note country of birth in every census—boundaries change

o 1850-1870: for Germany, may contain pre-unification country (i.e. Bavaria, Saxony)

o 1900-1920: year of immigration, naturalization status

o 1920-1930: native language for finding ethnicity

• Naturalization records

o Find all documents: declaration, petition, naturalization

• Immigration records

o Locate the border crossing list or passenger arrival list; if the ship sailed from
Hamburg, find the corresponding departure list

• U.S. Draft Registration records, both World War I and World War II

• Vital records, including marriage and death certificates, for all family members

• U.S. church records: know the religion of your ancestor

o Find county copy of marriage of any ancestor or sibling that was born in Europe.  If
the marriage was performed by a minister of the gospel, priest, etc., identify the
church the priest lived in and search for church copy of the marriage

o Confirmation, marriage, burial, and membership records of those born in Europe

o Baptisms of children born in the U.S. may show where the parents were born

• Obituaries

o There are many ethnic-language newspapers in larger cities throughout the U.S.
Search these newspapers first as they may have more information.
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