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Don’t Forget Those 
Collateral Lines!

THE BASIC CONCEPT OF genealogy is
to find direct ancestors — parents,
grandparents, great-grandparents
and so on. In their quest, most
people do not pay any attention to
their collateral ancestors, or those
relatives that are from the same
ancestry but are not in the direct
line. In other words, your grand-
mother is your direct ancestor, but
her brother is your collateral
ancestor. This usually prompts the
question: “If my grandmother’s
brother isn’t in my direct line, why
waste time researching him?”

That line of thought is one of
the most common — and dam-
aging — mistakes in genealogical
research. The key to under-
standing the value in collateral
research is understanding that the
person shares a common ancestry
with your direct ancestor. The par-
ents of your grandmother’s
brother are your great-grand-
parents, so researching him is just
as valuable as researching your
grandmother. Because of the
common ancestry, collateral rela-
tives can provide important clues
for researching your direct lines. 
While it may seem obvious that
siblings share the same parents,
collateral research is often over-
looked. What are perceived as
brickwalls to research can possibly
be overcome by shifting your focus
to collateral lines.

It’s a Big Country
Collateral research has been bene-
ficial many times in my own
family history research. For
example, my great-grandparents,
Joseph and Maria Bergmeister,
emigrated from Bavaria to the US
in 1900. But information on exactly
what town in Bavaria was non-
existent. At least I thought it was
non-existent, because it was cer-
tainly not evident from any of the
records. Without that key piece of
information, further research on

their lines would be impossible.
First, all the usual research

sources were checked for clues.
Their passenger list records to
New York — Joseph in 1900 and
Maria in 1901 — both indicated
Munich as the place of origin. I
knew that it was unlikely that they
came from the city itself, and if
they did it would be difficult to

find more information.
Census records told me that

Joseph was never naturalized, so
there was no declaration of intent
that lists his birth place. As for
alien registration records, the
Philadelphia records made during
the first world war no longer exist,
and neither immigrant was alive
by the Alien Registration Act of
1940 or the second world war.
Draft records did not help either.
Joseph, who was born in 1873, was
eligible for the WWI Draft Regis-
tration. However, for his birth-
place, he simply indicated
“Germany”.

To try to determine the actual
birth town, first I tried collateral
research on the immigrant himself.
From Joseph’s passenger list
record in 1900 as well as the 1900

census, I discovered his sister
Hillarie. Her passenger arrival
record in 1893 and her marriage
record in 1896 showed either “Ger-
many” or “Bavaria” as her place of
birth, which was not helpful.

Next I focused on Joseph’s
children. My direct ancestor,
daughter Margaret, was born in
1913, but neither her baptismal nor

her birth record listed her parents’
birthplace, only the country. If I
had stopped there, it would have
been a dead end. But research on
Margaret’s siblings, my collateral
ancestors, led to the answer.
Focusing on baptismal records
first, I decided to see if the other
children’s records had any addi-
tional information. The church
they attended was mostly com-
prised of German immigrants, so it
seemed reasonable that the record
might be more specific than just
“Germany”.

My grandmother was the fifth
child and the fourth born in the
US. I began to research her sib-
lings’ records — brothers Julius,
Max and Joseph. The younger
brothers’ records identified the
parents’ birthplace as “Germany”
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as well, but the oldest brother’s
record had the coveted informa-
tion: “Pfaffenhoven, Germany”.
The spelling was incorrect, and
there are a dozen towns with a
similar name in Bavaria. Taking a
clue from their passenger arrival
records, I started with the town
closest to Munich, Pfaffenhofen an
der Ilm. There I found Joseph and
Maria’s marriage record, the oldest
child’s birth record and literally
centuries of information on their
ancestors. If I had not looked at
the collateral line, there would be
many more blank spaces on the
ancestral chart.

Sisters to the Rescue
Another ancestor, Waclawa
Slesinska Zawodna, was equally
elusive in leaving evidence of her
place of birth. No record indicated
anything other than “Poland”. It
wasn’t until I researched her four
younger sisters that I found the
answer. All four sisters were mar-
ried in the US, unlike my great-
grandmother. From these records I
was able to get the names of their
parents, my great-great-grandpar-
ents. However, their marriage
records did not have any town
names listed for the birth place,
only “Poland”. 

When I checked Social Secu-
rity card applications, I found that
only one sister, Sophia, applied.
Fortunately, when she applied in
1968 at the age of 67, she showed
some Polish pride in filling out the
SS-5 application. Not only did she
list the town name, but the
province as well: Dobroslowo,
Konin, Poland. Again, the spelling
of the town was slightly incorrect,
but it was not difficult to find since
I knew the province as well.

If the Name Fits
Researching Elizabeth Miller was
an exercise in frustration. The
name can belong to multiple
nationalities, and I found Elizabeth
Millers from England, Ireland,
Scotland, Poland, Germany, Russia
and Hungary. I believed mine to
be Polish, but I could not prove
that any of the passenger list
records I found were definitively
hers. Too many had similar ages
and immigration years, and none

had a traveling companion that
might offer a clue.

On Elizabeth’s marriage record
to Louis Pater, the best man was
listed as Emil Miller. Assuming he
might be Elizabeth’s brother, I 
re-focused my search on him. It

was still difficult to identify their
exact birthplace in Poland, but I
continued searching. I found a
record from the Russian Consulate
in Philadelphia for Emil and his
family. He had requested a visa to
allow them to travel back to
Poland, and the town name was
given. Only then was I able to sift
through the various passenger list
records for many Millers to finally
know without a doubt which one
was my Elizabeth. This naturally
also gave me the opportunity to
trace their family in Poland as
well.

New Branches of the Family Tree
Always look up ancestors’ sib-
lings, aunts, uncles or cousins in
census records — you never know
who might be living with them.
With each release of an additional
year of US federal census records, I
like to look up family members
even if I have already traced their
ancestry back several generations.
Occasionally you’ll find surprise
relatives.

A look at the 1920 census for
my great-grandfather’s sister
Hillarie, mentioned here, showed a
Julius Goetz listed as a brother-in-

law to her husband. Was he, in
fact, Hillarie’s brother despite a
different last name? After further
research including his US marriage
and naturalization, the answer was
yes — he was a half-brother to the
Bergmeisters. This finally

explained the inability to find
Joseph and Hillarie’s mother’s
death record in Germany — she
had remarried after her first hus-
band’s death and died with the
surname of “Goetz”.

Sibling Rivalry
Sometimes the straight line isn’t
necessarily the best road to travel
when it comes to genealogical
research. Hopefully these few
examples have shown the impor-
tance of researching not only your
direct ancestors, but your collateral
ones as well. Don’t let your
research suffer from collateral
damage! You may never find the
answers until you turn to your
ancestors’ brothers, sisters, aunts
and uncles.

Researcing collateral relatives
can provide important clues for
researching your direct lines.

Donna J. Point-
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researching her
direct and 
collateral lines 
for over 20 years
in the United

States, Bavaria and Poland.
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