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WHO WERE THEY 

 
Germans to America (Overview) 

 
Germans coming to America are divided into two groups: the First Boat Emigrants (1608-1800) 
and the Second Boat Emigrants (1800-1920).  In 1607, the first German arrived in America, Dr. 
Johannes Fleischer (1582-1608), who was born in Breslau, Silesia, arrived with the first settlers to 
Jamestown Island.  In 1683, a group of Quakers and Mennonites from the Rhineland founded the 
city of Germantown (later part of Philadelphia), the first recorded German settlement in the English 
colonies.  In 1709, 4,000 Germans from Pfalz region arrived in the New York Hudson Valley.  
Later in 1700’s, German immigration was mainly into Pennsylvania.  Between 1800-1920, about 
five million German immigrants arrived.  1882 was the peak year when over 250,000 million 
arrived in the United States.   
 

Germans in Kentucky (Overview) 
 

In the 18th Century, most German settlers did not come directly from Europe but rather settled first 
in other states east of the Appalachians. They traveled mainly via the Wilderness Road through 
the Cumberland Gap and settled in the Bluegrass region.  Others came down the Ohio River, 
frequently on flat boats built from their wagons’ wood.  In the early to mid-19th Century, they 
traveled up the Mississippi River from New Orleans and down the Ohio River from Philadelphia, 
New York, and Baltimore, settling mainly along the Ohio River. The river connection was 

 
1 Copyright 2026 by Susan Court.   
2 Susan J. Court, M.A., J.D., is a genealogist and family historian. A past co-president of the Kentucky 
Genealogical Society, she currently serves as a Member-at-Large on the Society's Board of Directors and 
Project Manager for the Society's Collaboration with FamilySearch International. Ms. Court is the author 
of 13 family histories and 25 published articles, a frequent speaker at genealogy and history conferences 
(including RootsTech), and a teacher of genealogy since 2019.  She belongs to several historical and 
genealogical societies and four lineage organizations. Before her retirement, Ms. Court was an attorney and 
executive at the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, a partner at Hogan Lovells LLP, and an energy 
policy consultant and expert witness.   
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significant for German migration as it allowed many immigrants to move quickly and settle the 
Midwestern United States.  Accordingly, most Kentucky-German heritage is found along the Ohio 
River from Cincinnati south with the highest concentrations in Northern Kentucky and Jefferson 
County.   

 
Many Germans were likely attracted to Kentucky because of publicity the state received in the 
German-language press, as reflected in this excerpt from Catholic Journal of Germany in 1883: 
 

[In Kentucky] all kinds of grain, cattle feed, and vegetables, as well as fruits thrive 
in the very first year.  The soil does not require preliminary preparation, it is 
positively perfect, very fertile…. 
 
The temperature is more moderate both winter and summer than it is in the 
Northwestern area of the United States…. 
 
Among the states of the great Union, indeed among all countries of the world there 
is none which can rival Kentucky in respect to its diversity of resources, its richness 
of soil. … 
 
In the year 1870, almost one half of all tobacco produced in the entire United States 
was grown in Kentucky, and much more than one half of all the hemp…. 
 
Today (1883) Kentucky has a population of 1,648,599.  There is accordingly ample 
room for many thousands more. … 
 
No state has access to similarly extensive network of navigable waterways as does 
Kentucky. … 
 
Thus, Kentucky is equipped to become a paradise for diligent immigrants who are 
determined and of good courage to avail themselves of the treasures with which 
this state is blessed. 

 
In 1885, the Commonwealth commissioned Heinrich Lembke to make a tour of German 
settlements in Kentucky and write a report to be used to attract more German immigrants.   He 
found thirteen German colonies in Kentucky, spread from Lyon County in the west to Laurel 
County in the east.   One of the better-known smaller communities was Ottenheim in Lincoln 
County.   
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Northern Kentucky 

 
Germans were attracted to Northern Kentucky by the existing German element of the region and 
by travel authors who commented on “the beautiful river valley, the rich and cheap farmland, the 
political and religious freedoms, and the presence of Germans in the area.”  The emerging 
Cincinnati, Ohio German-language press also helped to publicize the region. Over 170 German-
language newspapers and periodicals were published in Cincinnati during the 19th and 20th 
centuries.  At times, more newspapers were printed in German than in English in Cincinnati, with 
five major daily papers operating in the late 19th century.3 
 
In the first half of the 19th Century, German influence was firmly planted in Northern Kentucky.  
The German population continued to increase there, especially after the European revolutions in 
1848 for political as well as economic reasons.  These immigrants were known as the “48-ers”.   
Germans were the largest immigrant group to settle in Northern Kentucky.   
 
German immigrants settling in Covington were mainly Roman Catholics.   They formed a 
congregation there in 1841 under the leadership of Father Ferdinand Kühr, who oversaw the 
construction of the first Mother of God Church on West 6th Street.   Six more German Catholic 
churches were erected before the end of the century. There were also three German Protestant 
churches established in Covington during the 19th Century.  By the 1870’s, Germans had founded 
and established many businesses in Northern Kentucky.  While German immigrants were involved 
in politics, they were more inclined to go into business.   
 
German immigrants in Kentucky–and elsewhere–were known for creating secular social societies 
to preserve their ethnic customs, advance self-improvement, and even provide financial advice.  

 
3 According to Kopana Terry, Curator of Newspapers at the University of Kentucky, there were at least 21 German 
newspaper titles in Kentucky in the past. 

  

Immigrant Populations (Place of Birth) by State Calculated by the Pew Research Center – 1850-1880 Census 
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More Americans trace ancestors to German-
speaking parts of Europe than anywhere 

else.  In these four census years, Kentucky 
had more immigrants from Germany than 

from any other country. 
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There were many in both Newport and Covington.  One notable one in Newport was the Arion 
Mannerchor – a musical choir which in 1907 selected Kaiser Wilhelm as an honorary member. 
Notably both communities established German Pioneer Societies, which were associated with the 
society in Cincinnati established in the late 1860’s.  The most prominent society was the 
Turngemeinde – the Turner Society or the Turners.   
 
The Turner Society was originally established in Germany in 1811.   Its purpose was to provide 
physical and mental education to its members. In 1848, the first U.S. Turner Society was formed 
in Cincinnati.  The Turners had lecture halls and libraries as they also had social, cultural and 
political interests.  In 1852 and 1855, the 48-ers established the Newport and Covington 
Turnerverein, respectively.  There was also a Turners in Dayton, Kentucky.  Importantly, members 
had to agree to oppose laws prohibiting alcohol prohibition and the institution of slavery.  They 
were also required NOT to vote for any member of the Know Nothing Political Party. 
 
The Know-Nothing Party was basically anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic.  Clashes with the 
German population in Northern Kentucky–and elsewhere–were inevitable.  One point of 
contention was how Germans celebrated Sunday, for most, their only day off work.   They attended 
church and then gathered to celebrate at beer gardens or similar venues.  That was not, however, 
the Protestant Anglo way for Sunday.  This acrimony rose to fever pitch on May 12, 1856 (the 
Monday after Pentecost), when nativists attacked Turners from Newport and Covington who had 
gathered for a picnic in Covington.  The Turners eventually took refuge in Newport’s Turner Hall, 
and the crisis ended with no one being hurt.  Subsequently, however, Turner members were 
required to attend sharpshooting practice.  
 
Turners’ opposition to slavery was reflected in their joining the Union Army in the Civil War.   
Turners from Northern Kentucky crossed the Ohio River and joined the 9th Ohio Voluntary 
Infantry Regiment aka the Turner Regiment or Die Neuner.   There is a memorial dedicated to 
them on Snodgrass Hill at the Chickamauga and Chattanooga National Military Park in Georgia. 
 

Jefferson County 
 

This quote from an article by Tara Anderson in lpm news (Mar 23, 2016) says it all: 
 

Imagine walking down East Market Street, in the neighborhood now known as 
NuLu, and hearing only German spoken on the streets. That was the reality in the 
early 19th Century, when that area was known as “Little Germany." It was filled 
with German businesses, churches and schools.  And it wasn't alone. Other areas in 
the city were German-dominated as well, far beyond the accelerating neighborhood 
known today as Germantown. 

 
As in Northern Kentucky, German immigrants arrived in Louisville in the first half of the 19th 
century mainly via the rivers, especially after the introduction of the steamboat.  By the 1830s, 
distinct German communities were being formed, and churches were being constructed – the first 
Protestant Church was St. Paul Evangelical around 1836 and the first Roman Catholic Church St. 
Boniface around 1837.  By 1850, about half of the German speaking population in Louisville was 
Roman Catholic. 
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German Louisvillians tended toward the same businesses and activities as their brethren in 
Northern Kentucky and Cincinnati.  Breweries like Oertel’s and beer gardens like Woodland 
Garden flourished.  There were choirs, including the German-American Club Gesangverein, Inc., 
which was founded in 1878.  Its mission as stated on its current website is to perpetuate German 
culture and German style of sociability, to promote the art of music through group singing of 
German songs, and to preserve the German heritage in Louisville. And there were German-
speaking newspapers, the most prominent of which was the Louisville Anzeiger which was 
published from the late 1840’s to 1938.   
 
By 1850, the German-born population had grown to about 20 per cent of the population.  These 
immigrants experienced the same prejudice as their Northern Kentucky brethren from the 
Nativists.  A year before the clash between the Turners and Nativists in Covington, on August 6, 
1855, No-Nothing mobs attacked German and Irish Catholic neighborhoods in Louisville. While 
the Northern Kentucky clash led to no one being seriously hurt, the riot in Louisville turned bloody.  
At least 22 people died. There was also widespread arson and looting, leading many German and 
Irish families to leave the city.   
 
Another similarity between the two German communities–Northern Kentucky and Jefferson 
County–was the loyalty of the German population to the Union during the Civil War. Almost 10 
percent of the German population around the start of the war joined the Union Army. Turner Hall 
on Market Street was turned into a hospital for sick and wounded soldiers.  Reportedly, German 
contributions to the Union cause led to a change of attitude toward them in Louisville, which 
elected a German-born man, Philipp Tomppert, as mayor in 1865.   
 
German immigration to Jefferson County increased after the Civil War.  Germans were heavily 
involved in the city’s business community, founding a variety of manufacturing companies 
(plumbing, steam boilers, wood products, baseball bats) and becoming heavily involved in the 
food industry, hotels, department stores, and bakeries.  In 1900, Louisville’s population was 
204,731. Of that population, 13,263 were German born and about 35,000 claimed at least one 
German-born parent.   All told, that amounted to 24% of the population.   
 

Lincoln County 
 
There was a community in Lincoln County called Ottenheim which was, for lack of a better 
expression, a planned community for Germans. It was founded in the 1880’s by Jacob Ottenheimer 
who purchased thousands of acres in the county to create a settlement and then advertised it in the 
East Coast and German newspapers.   He was supported in this effort by Kentucky’s Commissioner 
of Immigration Edmund Proctor.  Who would have “thunk” that Kentucky once had an 
Immigration Commissioner!  Eventually, over 100 German families settled in Ottenheim.   
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Decline of the Historical German Conclaves 
 
Not surprisingly, WWI brought an end to the German-American public sphere that was so vibrant 
a generation before. The entrance of America into the War resulted in an anti-German movement 
led in part by the suppression of all things German by the U.S. Government which portrayed 
Germans as inherently violent people. Under the Alien Energy Act, German citizens were required 
to register with federal authorities, and thousands were arrested and interned in camps.  Many 
German-Americans felt forced to change their names and abandon their German customs.   In 
Covington, for example, German instruction ceased in area schools,  the Covington Turngemeinde 
officially changed its name to the Covington Turners Society, and other institutions followed suit 
by translating or Americanizing their names.   The Covington German Pioneer Society disbanded.    
 

 
WHERE DID THEY COME FROM 

 
Germans in Northern Kentucky primarily came from the German-speaking realm of today’s state 
of  Lower Saxony, which corresponds with the U.S. Census which indicates that well over half of 
the German immigration to Northern Kentucky came from northwestern Germany.   Germans in 
Jefferson County came mainly from southwestern Germany, particularly regions like Baden, 
Württemberg, the Palatinate, and Hesse-Darmstadt.  Significant numbers also arrived from Hesse-
Kassel and Bavaria, drawn to the city's growing industrial opportunities.  
 
In addition to these general observations about the origins of Kentucky Germans, I explored the 
origins of four specific ancestors who came from German-speaking areas of Europe and settled in 
Kenton County, Kentucky–my Great-Grandfather (GG) Bernard Volmer, my Great-Grandfather 
(GG) Joe Schlosser, my 2nd Great-Grandmother (2nd GG) Anna Maria Löchte Sommer, and my 
Uncle’s Great-Grandfather (GG) Wilhem Willen.  For this purpose, I took the following three 
steps:   

§ Anglo-Celtic: 20.2%

§German: 14.5%
§ Irish: 12.2 %

§ English: 10.1%

§ African-American: 8.9%

§ Hispanic: 5.6%

§ Scottish: 1.9%

§ Other: 26.6%

43

To put this in perspective, in 2020, 9.6% of Louisiana's population reported French ancestry, 
making Kentucky more German than Louisiana is French.  
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To find areas from which these Germans emigrated, in STEP ONE, I searched for information in 
family and U.S. public (Federal, state, and local) records and monographs.  For my GG Bernard 
Volmer, I found a letter in my grandmother’s records which had a reference to Bernard’s sister in 
“Autengasse”.  For my GG Joe Schlosser, I found a reference to “Alsace-Lorraine” in his son 
Frank Schlosser’s death certificate and another reference to “Mo[d] or [t]ern im Rhine” in his 1855 
marriage certificate.  For my 2nd GG Anna Maria Löchte Sommer, I found a reference in her Last 
Will & Testament to “Spella Lingen Hannover”.  For my uncle’s GG Wilhelm Willen, I found a 
reference to Evenkamp, Loeningen, Oldenburg in a Monograph entitled German-American 
Genealogical Research Number 20: Early Nineteenth-Century German Settlers in Ohio.   
 
Armed with this information I proceeded to STEP TWO -- finding their hometowns (Heimat) in 
Germany by using Google Maps (for Bernard Volmer, Joe Schlosser and Wilhelm Willen) and the 
Gazetteer Meyers Orts 4 (for Anna Maria Löchte Sommer) and then placed them on a modern map 
of Germany.  This effort resulted in the following: 
 

1. A Google Map Search found a “Autengasse” in Rottenburg am Neckar in today’s Baden-
Württemberg. 

2. A Google Map Search found Mo[t or d] ern im Rhein to be Mothern, Alsace, about six 
kilometers from the Rhine River.   

3. A Google Map Search found Evenkamp, Loeningen in the today’s State of Lower 
Saxony.   

4. A Meyers Orts search found Spelle in the County of Lingen, also in the State of Lower 
Saxony.   

 
Knowing what repositories I needed to pursue, at STEP THREE, I searched in person for 
Schlosser records and online for the Volmer, Löchte, and Willen records.   

 
The in-person search was conducted in the archives and other repositories (mayors’ offices and 
museum) in Strasbourg, Mothern, Marlenheim, and Molsheim, Bas-Rhin, Alsace, France, where I 
found Schlosser civil birth and death records. (I found also records for Joe Schlosser’s wife and 
my GG Albertine Ritz.)  The online search for the Volmer records was conducted at the 

 
4 Meyers Orts-und Verkehrs-Lexikon des Deutschen Reichs, https://www.meyersgaz.org. 

Located areas 
from which the 
Germans 
emigrated.

Located their 
hometowns 
(Heimat).

Located 
records in-
person and 
online. 
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FamilySearch Library in Salt Lake City and on Matricula.com for the Löchte and Willem records.  
My focus in my online research was church records considered the “heart and soul” of German 
genealogical records.5  Eventually, I located birth, marriage, and death (burial) records for all three 
subjects of my online research, which went beyond the individuals because they and their families 
lived in small German communities with only one or two churches where the families lived and 
worshiped for generations.  As a consequence, I was able to develop multi-generation pedigree 
charts for Bernard Volmer, Anna Maria Löchte, and Wilhelm Willen.  

 
As a supplement to my online research into the Volmer records, I communicated and eventually 
visited with the city archivist Peter Ehrmann in Rottenburg am Neckar in Baden-Württemberg.  
Herr Ehrmann was extremely helpful to fill in details, including tax records, about my GG Bernard 
Volmer.  If you are inclined to contact a local archivist—which I strongly recommend—here are 
a few suggestions: 

1. Compose in German using a translator app or program.  
Use email if possible. 

2. Be specific with your request, i.e., don’t tell your entire family story.   
3. Aim to have the entire request fill no more than a few paragraphs.   
4. Be precise with the name or names of the persons you are researching, and the document(s) 

you are seeking. 
5. Use polite language.  
 

 

 
5 See https://data.matricula-online.eu/en/deutschland.  Other important data bases for researching 
German church records are FamilySearch.org and Archion (German Protestant) 
https://www.archion.de/en/discover-archion(fee based). 
 

The German Kentuckians featured in this presentation have been the subject of  
or included in the following articles by Susan Court: 

 
1. “Matricula Bonanza.” Indiana Palatines. Issue 166 (June 2026): 5-7. 
2. “Niedersachsen im Korfingthan.”  Bulletin of the Kenton County Historical Society.  

(March/April 2026): 11-15. 
3. “A Journey to, from and back to Rottenburg am Neckar: A Swabian Finds Her Heritage.” The 

Palatine Immigrant, Volume L No. 1. (Summer 2025): 3-7.   
4. “Genealogical Success During Recent Visit to Germany, Kentucky Genealogical Society 

Bluegrass Roots.” Image copy. https://kygs.org/society-co-president-susan-court-has-
genealogical-success-during-recent-visit-to-germany/: June 2024.  

5. “A Glimpse into Old Covington: The Löchte Family.”  Bulletin of the Kenton County 
Historical Society, (November/December 2022): 2-6. 

6. “Joe Schlosser (1832-1899): Kenton County’s Ice King.”  Bluegrass Roots. (Fall 2019): 9-12.   
7. “Frances Braun Ritz Wagner Rice: An Alsatian Woman Who Left Her Mark on Kenton 

County, Kentucky” Northern Kentucky Heritage: A Periodical of Regional History and 
Genealogy. XXVI, No. 1 (2018): 30-43.   

8. “Joe Sommer: A Little Bit of Baseball History.” Bulletin of the Kenton County Historical 
Society, (January/February 2013): 5-9.   
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