GERMANIC RESEARCH

The Genealogical
‘Hail Mary!” search

Leland Meitzler looks at German surname distribution maps
for locating where your family may have lived

he greatest issue for those with Germanic ori-

gins is often locating the name of the place
where their ancestors lived. Once found, genealo-
gists can often surge ahead in their project, locat-
ing the parish, civil, newspaper, and other records
of their ancestors and even finding cousins living
in Europe today.

However, far too often the place of origin re-
mains elusive. Even if every available source has
been searched, in some cases, a piece of paper with
the exact name of the family’s hometown might
never be found. Documents that list the German
state, like Bayern (Bavaria), are just not specific
enough. This leads us to what I call the “Hail
Mary” (to use a prayer and football analogy) of
genealogical searches — using online German
surname maps to find the locations in the home-
land where cousins still reside today.

If you can’t find any place of origin for your
German ancestor, you might try using current
surname distribution maps to see where your
surname is found in Germany. These maps have
traditionally been based upon phonebook listings,
so in most cases, the numbers are for adults, as
children historically don’t have phones. Based on
surname distribution maps, I've found that the

. majority of Meitzlers in Germany still live within

50 or 60 miles of where my great grandfather was
born in 1820. If your name is uncommon, this ap-
proach might narrow your search for where your
people came from. There are a number of surname
distribution map sites online that include Ger-
many. Following are three common ones: two are
free, and the other, subscription-based, is located
at Ancestry.de.

GEOGEN SURNAME MAPPING

Free
htip://geogen.stoepel.net

This free website has changed a lot over the
last decade. Lucky for us, the owner of the site
has kept his older maps and the statistics genera-
tor online as “legacy” products. Produced by
Christoph Stoepel, the site is now very interactive,
and visual. When you first open the home page,
you see two maps. The map in the center shows in
visual form where the Stoepel families live in pres-
ent-day Germany. The user can zoom in and out
on the outline map by moving their mouse roller.
Little columns are scattered about the map — with
the taller ones representing where larger numbers
of folks by the Stoepel surname live. According to
the stats found on the right-hand side of the page,
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214 hits were found for Stoepels living in 114
places. The word “clusters” (in place of places) is
used here. The most Stoepels in any one place (or
peak value) is 13. When I last looked, the name
had been accessed 1,895 times, with the last being
in the 14 days previous to writing this article. And
statistically, the name ranked 18,925 — definitely
not a popular surname. By looking at the map,
you can quickly see where the Stoepels live today.
By holding down your left mouse button, you can
manipulate the 3-D map, and view it from any di-
rection. At the bottom of the stats on the right of
the page is the word name>, written in blue. Enter
any surname to the right of name> and get the
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