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Prefazione 
 
La serie degli Occasional Papers è una collana, nata nel 2005 e collocata all’interno dei 
Quaderni del Centro di Studi Linguistico-Culturali (CeSLiC), il centro di ricerca che opera 
presso il Dipartimento di Lingue e Letterature Straniere e Moderne dell’Alma Mater 
Studiorum – Università di Bologna e del quale Ana Pano Alamán è responsabile scienti-
fica. Dal 2021 la collana Quaderni del CeSLiC. Occasional Papers si è aperta alle Monografie, 
accogliendo all’interno della stessa anche numeri monografici incentrati su un tema 
specifico con contributi che affrontano vari aspetti dell’argomento. 

 
Namen und Migration: Onymische Indizes hybrider sozialer Zugehörigkeiten 
 
Nomi e migrazioni: indici onimici di appartenenze sociali ibride 
 
Nell’ambito delle ricerche sull’interazione tra lingua e identità, i nomi delle persone sono 
considerati come “atti identitari” elaborati simbolicamente, che servono sia all’etero- sia 
all’autoidentificazione (cfr. Tabouret-Keller 1998). Negli ultimi decenni, approcci inter-
disciplinari e transdisciplinari negli ambiti della linguistica applicata, dell'antropologia, 
della geografia umana, della sociologia, della storia e delle scienze sociali hanno sollevato 
nuove questioni di ricerca sulle dinamiche di cambiamento di antroponimi e toponimi: 
queste si sono tradotte in studi che si occupano del contesto sociale e delle dimensioni 
ideologiche della denominazione e del cambiamento dei nomi (Nick 2024). 

Al termine di un primo convegno tenutosi a Münster (2023) è stato deciso di appro-
fondire i temi trattati e, se necessario, di affrontarne di nuovi in un secondo incontro del 
gruppo di ricerca, tenutosi a Genova nell’ottobre 2024. L’analisi si è allargata in questo 
caso ai toponimi, poiché anche questi ultimi possono mostrare una dinamica. Variazioni 
dei toponimi corrispondono solitamente a mutamenti nelle costellazioni di potere e 
conoscenza (Gierczak 2020), che spesso riguardano aree di confine multiculturali 
(Walkowiak 2021; cfr. anche Thum 2011).  

Il presente volume, che raccoglie contributi degli incontri di Münster e Genova, si 
inserisce nel quadro appena delineato: i nomi – e i cambiamenti che li interessano – sono 
campi di negoziazione privilegiati tra lingua, sua dimensione esperienziale (Spracherleben), 
potere e ideologia, perché riguardano azioni linguistiche che non sono solo strumentali, 
ma anche costitutive di molteplici costruzioni discorsive. 

 
Parole chiave: antroponimi, indessicalità, migrazioni, posizionamento, repertorio  
                            plurilingue, Spracherleben, toponimi 

 
 

Valeria Zotti 
General Editor dei Quaderni del CeSLiC 
 
Bologna, 3 dicembre 2025 
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New Land – New Name?  
About the Name Changes of German Emigrants to North 
America. Research Overview, New Findings and 
Suggestions for Further Research 
Anna-Maria Balbach* 

Abstract 
Millions of Germans have emigrated to North America over the past few centuries. They 
started a new life, often with a new name. This article focuses on emigrants to the North 
American region of what is now the United States and asks: When did they change their 
names? What were the reasons for or against it? Did the linguistic structure of the German 
name play a role in the change? How can name changes be reconstructed and studied 
today? This article seeks answers, reviews existing research, presents some new findings, 
and encourages further research. 
 
Keywords: personal names, emigrant names, name change, American names, Anglicized  
       names 

1. Introduction  

This topic starts with a big myth. It is the myth of the merciless inspectors at Ellis Island 
who, when frightened immigrants arrived, changed their ‘unpronounceable’ names to 
appropriate English names, and then the immigrants had to live with those names1. Since 
almost all Americans have a history of immigration, this myth can be found in many 
American families. However, the story of the German name being changed upon entry is 

 

*  Dr. Anna-Maria Balbach, University of Münster, Germany: Anna.Balbach@uni-muenster.de. This 
article is a revised version of a presentation given on June 1st, 2023, at the workshop Personennamen in 
Migration at the University of Münster. 

1  This myth can still be found in Jones (1990: 53). Eichhoff (2001: 246) already casts doubt on it. The US 
Immigration Department actively works against this myth on its Internet pages and writes under the 
heading “Immigrant Name Changes”: “The report that the clerk ‘wrote down’ the immigrant’s surname is 
also suspect. During immigrant inspection at Ellis Island the immigrant confronted an inspector who had 
the passenger list already created abroad. That inspector operated under rules and regulations ordering that 
he was not to change the name or identifying information found for any immigrant unless it was requested 
by the immigrant or inspection demonstrated the original information was in error”. U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services (ed.) (2024) Immigrant Name Changes. Online at: https://www.uscis.gov/ 
records/genealogy/genealogy-notebook/immigrant-name-changes (25. June 2024).  
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particularly common. This is because Germans have been immigrating to North America2 
for over 400 years and were the largest immigrant group in the 19th century with over 5 
million immigrants3. Today, almost 43 million Americans claim German ancestry, 
according to the 2000 census (Brittingham/de la Cruz 2004: 3; see Fig. 1). 
 

 
Figure 1: Results of the US Census survey in 2000 on the question of ancestry. The light blue areas are 
predominantly inhabited by Americans of German descent (Source: Brittingham/de la Cruz 2004: 8).  

Consequently, the majority of American surnames today should be traceable to originally 
German surnames – and we should therefore have an abundance of onomastic data at 
our disposal. As is often the case in research, it is not that simple. Just as the myth of 
forced name changes at Ellis Island is nothing more than a myth and never happened, we 
do not have an abundance of name data, and especially not in a form that is easy to 
analyze. So far, the history of German emigrants changing their names to what is now the 
USA is a story with many unknowns. Little research has been done on when and why 
German emigrants changed their names. Only the manner in which names were changed 
has been studied (e. g., Eichhoff 2001). 

But there are still questions to be answered:  

• At what point in the emigration did the name change usually take place? 
• Was it initiated from outside or at the request of the emigrants themselves?  
• What were the reasons for the name change? Are there any linguistic, social, 

societal, or historical factors involved in the name change and its timing? 
• Were first names and surnames changed in the same way and at the same time, or 

were there differences?  
 

2  As the United States was the preferred destination for German emigrants, with over 90 % choosing to 
settle there in the 19th century, this article focuses on this North American territory (Hahn/Berding 
2010: 172). 

3 Cf. the exact data from the US Census Bureau at: https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/ 
1949/compendia/hist_stats_1789-1945/hist_stats_1789-1945-chB.pdf?# (7. August 2024).  
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• How were the names changed? Can we identify certain linguistic strategies and 
patterns that were used at a certain time or under certain conditions? 

These questions and the study of them belong to the field of cultural-analytical linguistics, 
in this case cultural-historical linguistics. It is precisely such questions that give us insight 
into historical language worlds and their linguistic practices, “with the intention of 
capturing and presenting the cultural interpretations of the self and the world expressed 
in them, the socio-cultural orientation systems as well as the norms, values, attitudes and 
feelings of the corresponding communication communities”, as Linke (2018: 348) puts it. 
Or in short – also in the words of Linke (2018: 362), based on the famous question of 
Fishman (1965): “It is about the question: why (exactly) this (right) now?” 

I cannot answer that question completely and conclusively today, but in this article 
I will attempt to find an answer and consider the necessary steps to do so. To that end, I 
will first discuss the various aspects that can play a role in researching name changes (see 
Chapter 2). Chapter 3 then presents possible sources that can be used to research name 
changes. Chapter 4 provides an overview of the studies that have already been conducted. 
Eichhoff ’s (2001) study is discussed in more detail, as it has already produced a well-
founded typology of German surname anglicization that can serve as a basis for further 
research. Finally, some initial answers to the questions posed at the beginning are 
attempted, including two small studies of my own, and suggestions for further research 
are given. 

2. Considerations for Researching the Name Change 

Why is this happening now? As a first step, I took a closer look at this question and broke 
it down. What exactly is the WHY? What is THIS? And what is the NOW? 

I will start with: THIS, the name change (see Fig. 2). To get to the bottom of the 
name change, we first have to take a closer look at the names. Namely, the original 
German name with which the emigrants came to America and the Anglicized name to 
which they changed over time. The process of change from the German name to the 
Anglicized name is also very important. 

The linguistic structure of the German name could play a role. If the name 
contained graphic elements that are not used in English, such as umlauts (ä, ö, or ü) or the 
letter ß, or if it contained phonological structures that differ from English and represent 
sound groups that are difficult for Americans to pronounce, these structural challenges 
may have encouraged an early name change (Eichhoff 2001: 249f.).    

The Anglicized names can tell us if they are similar to the original German names 
and what the similarity is. Whether there were frequent translations of the names, or 
whether there were phonological or graphic changes. The switching process can be 
studied to determine what linguistic switching strategies were used. Eichhoff (1996, 2001) 
has already done fundamental research in this area. His typology of surname anglicization 
could be extended to a diachronic perspective in order to determine whether certain 
change strategies were particularly popular at certain points in time.  
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Figure 2: Graph of name change dynamics. Listed are the various factors that can influence the 
name change of German emigrants to the USA. 

Let’s look at the WHY. These are the many different reasons, the factors that lead to a 
name change. I have divided them into internal and external factors. The internal factors 
are to be found in the name bearers. The decisive factor here is how strongly they identify 
with their German name and how willing they are to change it. In terms of identification, 
a distinction must be made between attachment to the first name and attachment to the 
family name. These attachments can vary in strength: One person may identify more with 
their first name, another with their last name. A strong identification with the family name 
may exist, for example, if the family is an old noble family or a family that has been 
running a family business under that name for 200 years. The gender of the surname 
holder may also play a role, as men and women may have different levels of attachment 
to the surname. Are women more likely to change their surname because they were 
expected to do so at certain life events, such as marriage? (Rosar 2023: 84ff.) And 
conversely, do men hold on to their surnames longer because it was unusual for them to 
change their names at the time? Identification with one’s own nationality may also play a 
role. Someone who identifies strongly as German may find it more difficult to give up 
their German name.  

The willingness to change one’s name is determined by the degree of identification 
with one's own name, but also by the fundamental willingness to change. The reasons for 
emigration play an important role. For example, someone who fled from military service 
or criminal reasons will certainly be very willing to change their name. Or someone who 
was dissatisfied with their old life and now wants to make a completely new start may also 
want to associate this new start with a new name. These are all internal motivations for 
or against a name change. 

External motivations, on the other hand, arise from the emigrant’s environment or 
historical context. For example, if someone emigrated to a German settlement in 
Pennsylvania, there was probably little reason to anglicize their name because of the 
predominance of the German language. If they lived in a multicultural city with many 
other immigrants, there was also little pressure to drop the German name. But if someone 
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lived in the country, surrounded only by English-speaking people, that might have been 
a reason for an Anglicized name. Discrimination, e.g. in the workplace or financially, may 
also have been a reason for a name change. The reputation of the Germans at different 
times would also have influenced the name change. When the Germans were enemies of 
the Americans during World War I and World War II, there were important reasons not 
to identify as German.4 

The last aspect is the NOW, the time when the names were changed. The point in 
time is connected to and results from all the other factors. In the illustration, it is 
graphically positioned as an oval behind all the other factors to express the fact that it is 
interwoven with them all. 

3. Possible Sources for Researching the Name Change 

How can these various factors that may have influenced the name changes of German 
emigrants to North America be identified and compiled into data for research? The 
following section provides an overview of the possible sources that could be researched. 

Possible sources of data on the various factors influencing name changes: 

Sources for data about the name bearers 

• Emigrant letters 
• Diaries, other ego documents 
• Official correspondence on the name change 
• Name lists from Scheben (1939) 

Sources for data about the social, societal, historical context 

• Literature on American and German history 
• Literature on the history of emigration 
• Sociological studies 

 
 
Sources for data about the names and their change 

• Passenger lists 
• Emigration files 
• Census lists 
• Emigrant letters 
• Gravestones/memorial stones 
• Death notices 
• Family announcements in newspapers (birth, wedding, death announcements) 
• Naturalization files 

 
4  There are numerous studies on the assimilation processes of German-Americans at the beginning of 

the 20th century in the aftermath of the First and Second World Wars, which assume, among other 
things, a strong adaptation due to, for example, bans on the German language as a school subject and 
public hostility; see Luebke (1974); Higham (2001); Kazal (2004). 
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Information about emigrant letters, diaries, and other ego documents can be obtained 
from the name bearers. There is also official correspondence on name changes in 
American archives that can be viewed. The most accessible of these sources, however, 
are the emigrants’ letters. There is a large online database, the Deutsche 
Auswandererbriefsammlung (DABS)5 (www.auswandererbriefe.de), which currently contains over 
11 000 letters. The individual letters cannot (yet) be viewed online, but this is being worked 
on6. Once this is done, it will be possible to extract the names from these letters and also 
to search the contents for meta-linguistic statements about names and possible name 
changes. Currently, individual letters can be identified by content mapping, a list by year 
and family, and by place of emigration, and then ordered for a fee. This means that 
emigrant letters from the database can already be used for name research and provide 
insights into one’s own identification with the German or Anglicized name and into name 
change processes. Various internal factors can be gathered in this way. I will illustrate this 
later with a small example. 

The external factors are well described in the historical and sociological literature. 
There are numerous publications on the history of settlement and emigration with their 
push and pull factors7.   

The names themselves are more difficult to obtain. A corpus of names must consist 
of the original German names as well as the new Anglicized names, which makes it very 
difficult to obtain comprehensive and reliable data. Most sources contain only either the 
German or the Anglicized name. Hence, you have to use different sources and link them 
together to get both names. 

Possible sources for the German names are passenger lists of emigrant ships, 
German emigration files, and newspaper advertisements. For the Anglicized names, US 
Census lists, American telephone directories, obituaries, family notices in American 
newspapers, and tombstones8 can be examined. Both names can be found in some 
emigration letters and in the naturalization files of the American authorities, as it is still 
possible to adopt an American name when taking American citizenship. However, such 
records have only been kept since the late 19th century. An overview of the various 
sources and their respective characteristics is given in Table 1. It shows whether the 
German or the Anglicized name, or even both, comes from the source, depending on 
how reliable and accessible it is, how extensive it is, and how much work and financial 
effort is required to compile a corpus of names from it.  

The result is sobering in so far as it is possible to collect the names of almost all 
types of sources, but only with great effort and financial expense. The work of Scheben 
(1939) may serve as an example. In his dissertation, he showed how German and 

 
5  The online database Deutsche Auswandererbriefsammlung (DABS) was created from two previous letter 

collections: the Bochumer Auswandererbriefsammlung (BABS) and the Nordamerika-Briefsammlung (NABS). 
The BABS was compiled in the 1980s under the direction of Wolfgang Helbich at the Ruhr University 
Bochum, the NABS between 2003 and 2007 under the direction of Ursula Lehmkuhl, University of 
Trier, and in close cooperation with the Gotha Research Library. While the BABS has a regional focus 
on the western German states, the NABS primarily comprises letters from the eastern German states. 
Cf. https://www.auswandererbriefe.de/quellenbestand.html (8.07.2024). 

6  Some letters are already available, e. g. for teaching purposes: www.auswandererbriefe.de/ 
unterricht.html (20.08.2025). 

7  See, for example, the detailed introductions in Helbich/Kamphoefner/Sommer (1988) and 
Helbich/Kamphoefner (2002). 

8  See, for example, Vajta (2017); vanDam (2009). 
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Anglicized names could be brought together by careful research and comparison of 
different sources. To do this, he collected mid-19th-century emigration records for the 
district of Adenau (Rhineland-Palatinate), which showed that a large proportion of its 
inhabitants had emigrated to Westphalia, MA. He then compared these names with the 
census lists from the 1860 census of Westphalia, MA, and thus identified the original 
German names as well as the Anglicized names of those who had emigrated from there 
(cf. Scheben 1939: 14 –38 and 49–89). Scheben’s work shows that it is possible to identify 
the German and Anglicized names of various people in this way, but that it is also very 
time-consuming, so he did it as part of a dissertation. 

4. Previous Research on the Name Change 

4.1 Overview of Literature and Name Corpora 
The effort involved is certainly also the reason why, although millions of Germans have 
emigrated to America, very little research has been done on their names. In concrete 
terms, very little means that there is nothing at all on first names, and only six works that 
have dealt – more or less extensively – with German surnames in the USA in the last 120 
years (see Table 2).  

Table 2 provides an overview of the literature and the name corpora used. Since 
only the study by Macha (1998) gives the exact size of the corpus and Jones (1990) gives 
an estimate, the corpus information for the other studies could only be categorized as 
“small”, “medium” or “large” from the few details given by the authors. Also, only Macha 
(1998) gives the specific German and Anglicized names of his corpus, so that these can 
be used for further investigations. In terms of content, however, the studies by Eichhoff 
(2001) are the most fruitful for our topic. They are therefore presented in the following 
as an overview. 
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Title  Contents  Name corpus 

Kuhns (1902). German surnames in Pennsylvania, 
which are mainly interpreted 
etymologically. 

Middle name corpus 
 

Baumann (1938). Systematically evaluates a corpus of 
names for which she analyzes all names 
of German origin from a place in the 
“German Belt” in the Midwest.  

Extensive corpus 
 

Hilbig (1958). He looks at the anglicization processes in 
spelling and pronunciation but can only 
draw on a very small corpus of names, so 
that his results are only selective.  

Very small corpus 
 

Jones (1990 and 1996). 1990: a lexicon of German-American 
names: “a very simple list of German 
surnames  with their meanings in English 
translation” (Eichhoff 2001: 249). 
 
1996: very short article on German-
American names and their path to 
anglicization. 

Approx. 12,500 names 
 

Macha (1998). Small essay on the connection between 
name spelling, name change and identity 
on the basis of emigrants’ letters, 
emigration files and census registers.   

Small corpus of 42 
German and Anglicized 
names 
 

Eichhoff (1991, 1996, and 
2001). 

Begins in 1990 to systematically analyze 
the Pennsylvania telephone directories 
and compare them with the immigration 
files, census files, etc. Then he creates a 
typology of the anglicization of German 
surnames. In three essays from 1991, 
1996 and 2001, he presents the various 
mechanisms by which a German surname 
can be anglicized. His last essay from 
2001 is the most comprehensive. 

Extensive corpus of 
names 
 

Table 2: Works from the last 120 years on surnames of German emigrants to the USA 

 
 

4.2 Overview of Eichhoff’s (2001) “Typology of Anglicization” 
Eichhoff (2001) works with an extensive corpus of German and Anglicized surnames 
collected from telephone directories and official name registers. He systematically 
analyzes this corpus in order to trace the various mechanisms of name change from the 
original German name to an Anglicized name. He has presented his findings in what he 
calls a “typology of anglicization”. This typology is a detailed description of 24 different 
name change strategies. According to Eichhoff (2001: 249), “the anglicization phenomena 
of German names” are thus “incomparably more differentiated” than for names from 
other countries that have been anglicized. Fig. 3 provides a compact overview of 




