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ANCESTRY and NATIONALITY 

 

During the first two decades of the 21st century, the development of the internet has brought greater access to public 

records and together with the development of DNA testing, there has arisen a popular interest in people wanting to 

discover their historical origins. 

 

However in Britain most of these publically held records date back only to the 1830s, before which records of births, 

deaths and marriages were kept only in handwritten register books in local churches. In other parts of Europe, the 

establishment of centralised formal records was even later and in many parts of central, eastern and southern Europe 

people did not even have distinct surnames until after the 1860s, so that tracing lineage is made very difficult, with 

men's first names being followed by "son of ….", the name of a man's trade, the name of his feudal lord, or the town 

where he lived, and women's first names often being followed by the first name of their husband. 

 

Many of the European nations which now give nationality to their inhabitants were also largely not in existence until 

the early 19th century. Britain, France, Portugal, Spain, Russia, Switzerland and the Netherlands were well 

established by then, but most of the other current European countries owe their existence to the disintegration of 

larger empires between 1815 and 1918. Modern Italy and Germany both comprised a patchwork of principalities and 

minor kingdoms until 1861 and 1871 respectively, while the central European countries were formed in 1918 from 

the provinces of the Austro-Hungarian empire. From 1795, most of the north Slavic and Baltic countries were 

provinces in the Russian empire until 1917 and the south Slavic countries were provinces of the Ottoman empire 

until its gradual disintegration between 1813 and 1917.  

 

It is particularly difficult to ascribe nationality to ancestors from these former empires. Someone born in the 1890s  in 

the city of Lvov in Galicia province (part of Poland until 1772) would have had parents who were citizens of the 

Austrian empire, but spoke Polish. After World War I the territory became Russian, but is now in Ukraine. Similarly, 

at that time the city of Kovno was in the Russian empire, but its people spoke Polish or Lithuanian, the territory  having 

been seized from Poland-Lithuania in 1789, and now is in Lithuania and called Kaunas. Both these regions fall within 

the Pale of Settlement, which the Russian empire created to restrict the rights of Jews, so apart from these languages, 

probably more than 15% of the population normally spoke Yiddish (and not only the Jews). 

 

 

MIGRATION 

(extract from separate piece entitled - IMMIGRATION into WESTERN EUROPE) 

 

Europe has been the scene of mass-migration since before recorded time. From believed origins around Hallstatt in 

western Austria, between the 9th-5th centuries BC the Celts migrated in all directions, reaching Britain by the 4th 

century BC. The expanding Roman empire found, recorded and named Celtic tribes in all parts of Europe and Asia 

Minor and many Latinised geographical names are derived from these tribes, from Galataea (Turkey) to Lusitania 

(Portugal), including Helvaetia (Switzerland), Belgia (Belgium) and Liguria (Italy). Gallic (meaning Celtic) names 

include Gaul (France), Galles (Wales), Galicia (northern Spain) and Wall (Cornwall), which have particularly survived 

on the western fringes of Europe, where Gaelic or Gallic culture still exists in Ireland, the Hebrides, Brittany and 

Galicia. Conversly the Iverni Celts were named for their home in Hibernia (Ireland). 

 

Before and during Roman times, seafaring Phoenicians moved from the Levant (often accompanied by Jews), west 

across the Mediterranean as far as the southern shores of Gaul (France) and the eastern coast of Iberia (Spain), as 

well as across the Black Sea to Crimea, modern Romania and northward into eastern Europe as far as the Baltic, 

while the Romans themselves moved citizens, soldiers and slaves from all parts of the empire to all other parts. 

 

During the 4th century AD, the end of the Roman empire was hastened by Franks, Lombards, Goths (originally from 

modern Sweden) and Huns (from central Asia) pushing southward into its heartlands, while the Jutes, Angles and 

Saxons pushed the Celts (including Britons) to the Atlantic western fringes. In the 8th and 9th centuries, Arabs and 

Berbers (or "Moors") crossed into Sicily and from Morocco into Iberia. Norse Vikings moved west into Britain (followed 

by Danes) and south to Normandy and as far as Sicily, while Swedish Vikings (Varangians) went east into modern 

Russia and down the rivers to the Black Sea. 

 

During the Middle Ages, westward movement of central Asian peoples such as the Tartars and Magyars displaced 

the settled peoples of eastern Europe and pushed them also westward. Between the 11th-18th centuries German-
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speaking peoples migrated eastward largely for economic reasons, while the persecution of Jews caused them to 

migrate in large numbers from western and central Europe eastward to Poland, Lithuania and Rus. In the 15th century 

the Moors were expelled from Iberia, causing eastward and northward flight of Iberian Jews. During the 14th-17th 

centuries the Ottoman Turks moved north and westward through the Balkans, bringing Islam back into Europe (after 

the expulsion of the Moors), while the 17th century persecution of Christians by Christians caused large groups such 

as the Huguenots to migrate to safer parts of the continent. 

 

The industrial revolution generated vast movements of people, not across the continent, but from rural areas to towns 

and cities, by which time European some national boundaries had become firmly established and continental 

migration had decreased. However the growth of colonial empires, governed from Europe, greatly increased the 

outward migration of Europeans leaving for other parts of the world, with the gradual arrival in Europe of small 

numbers of people from the colonies. Religious or political persecution and poverty during the late 19th century again 

generated mass migration from eastern Europe westward to Germany, Britain and thence to America, accompanied 

by many from both Italy and Ireland also seeking an escape from poverty.  

 

The 20th century brought enforced mass migrations, imposed by the Soviet Union and by the Nazis, and after World 

War II, massive movements of displaced peoples flowed generally in the opposite direction, including large numbers 

of Jews returning to the Levant. During the later 20th century, the decline of colonial empires and the huge growth of 

economic development in western Europe turned it into a magnet for impoverished peoples from other parts of the 

world and as a safe haven for peoples fleeing dictatorial oppression. 

 

 

NATIONS of EUROPE 

 

France 

France is the oldest established European nation, its core territory dating back to 486 AD, but not all its people were 

of local origin, with Brittany being colonised by Celts from Britain in the 5th century and Normandy by Norse Vikings 

in the 10th century, while its eastern provinces fluctuated in national allegiance until the 17th century. 

 

England, Wales, Scotland  

The British nation dates back to King Arthur around 539 AD, King Alfred in 871, then the establishment of England 

in 927. Wales was added in 1284, Ireland in 1603 and Scotland (established 843) in 1707, when the united kingdoms 

became Great Britain and in 1801 the United Kingdom. Between 1066-1453, under the Norman and Angevin 

monarchs, the realm of England at various times extended from the Scottish border to the Pyrenees, including 

territories in France (but under French sovereignty), ranging from two-thirds of the country to just one province, 

reduced now to only the Channel Islands. 

(see also separate pieces entitled - Land, Lords and Law of England, British Heads of State) 

 

Ireland 

After the founding of Dublin by Viking Danes, Ireland was ruled by the English from the Norman invasion in 1169. 

During the 16th-17th centuries, Irish Catholic land was confiscated and given to Scottish Protestant settlers. The 

Protestant minority dominated political power by 1691 and in 1801 Ireland was absorbed into the United Kingdom. 

Self-government was granted to the Catholic majority in 1914, then the 1922 war of independence resulted in the 

secession of 26 southern counties to form the Irish Free State (renamed Ireland in 1937), leaving only 6 counties 

(as Northern Ireland) still part of the United Kingdom, although Ireland remained a British Dominion until 1949. 

 

Spain, Portugal 

Originally named Hispania by the Romans, the creation of Spain began in 1230 with the joining of the kingdoms of 

Leon (established 910) and Castile (established 1065). Aragon was added in 1469, Granada 1492 and Navarre 1512, 

the country becoming a great power under the Austrian Habsburgs from 1516. Portugal established its 

independence in 1139, but was absorbed into Spain for a period between 1580-1668. 

(see also separate piece entitled - Spanish Empire) 

 

Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg 

In 1556 the Low Countries came under Spanish control until the Dutch Republic was declared in 1581, creating the 

separate northern nation also known as Holland, but now known as the Netherlands. The Low Countries were briefly 



Ancestry and Nationality                                       extracted from  "Daddy Why…..?"  ©  David Foster 2017                                       Page 3 of 5 

re-amalgamated in 1815, but the southern region gained independence as Belgium in 1830, from which 

Luxembourg seceded in 1839. 

(see also separate piece entitled - Low Countries) 

 

Denmark, Norway, Sweden  

In 1397 the three Nordic countries of Denmark, Norway and Sweden were united as one nation. Sweden seceded 

in 1523, but the union of Denmark-Norway endured until 1814, when Norway was ceded to Sweden until gaining 

independence in 1906. Denmark-Norway included Iceland (Norse from 872, Danish from 1814-1918) and Greenland 

(Norse from 986, Danish from 1814), while previously Norway had also owned the Hebrides and the Isle of Man, 

Orkney and Shetland, ceding them to Scotland only in 1266 and 1468 respectively. Between 1249-1809 Sweden 

incorporated Finland and between 1629-1721 also modern Latvia and Estonia.  

(see also separate piece entitled - Scandinavian Nations)  

 

Germany 

From 843 the kingdom of Germany was an assemblage of a number of separate peoples and jurisdictions. From 962 

it formed the greater part of the Holy Roman Empire, which subsequently also included the kingdoms of Italy, 

Bohemia and Burgundy. The separate significant states of Bavaria (in 555) and Saxony (in 850) were established 

before the Holy Roman Empire, subsequently followed by Bohemia in 1085 and Brandenburg in 1157. The Teutonic 

Order was established in 1224 and Prussia in 1525, both combining in 1618. The Holy Roman Empire was disbanded 

in 1804, but the separate German states did not become become a confederation under the name of Germany until 

1871. After World War II, the country was divided between East Germany and West Germany until re-unification in 

1990. 

 

Italy 

Within the Holy Roman Empire, the kingdom of Italy at various times encompassed the separate northern states of 

Savoy, Piedmont (Turin), Lombardy (Milan), Genoa (including Corsica), Tuscany (Florence) and the Papal states 

(Rome), while Venetia (Venice) to the east retained its independence from 697-1797. The combined kingdoms of 

Sicily and Naples (including southern Italy and Sardinia) were founded by the Normans in 1130 and subsequently 

came variously under German, French, Spanish and Austrian control. The unification of the whole peninsula (and 

islands) to create the modern nation of Italy did not take place until 1861 (excluding Corsica, which became part of 

France in 1769). At the end of World War I, Italy gained South Tirol, Istria and parts of Dalmatia, losing the latter two 

after World War II. 

 

Austria, Hungary, Switzerland  

Between 1440-1804 Austria was the seat of the Holy Roman Empire which also extended over much of Germany 

and Italy. The Helvetia confederation of Swiss cantons (later called Switzerland) was established in 1513 and 

seceded from the empire in 1648. United in 1526, Austria, Bohemia and Hungary eventually became in 1867 the 

empire of Austria-Hungary, which was dismantled at the end of World War I. Smaller independent countries were 

created in 1918, including Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. Romania (Walachia and Moldavia) 

doubled in size by the addition of Transylvania, Bukovina and Bessarabia, while Poland regained Galicia and parts 

of Silesia and Italy gained South Tirol, Istria and parts of Dalmatia. 

(see also separate piece entitled - Austrian Empire and the Balkans) 

 

Czechia, Slovakia  

On the northern perimeter of the former Austrian empire, the new country of Czechoslovakia was created in 1918 

as a union of the provinces where Czech and Slovak were the most common languages. These were the Czech 

provinces of Bohemia and Moravia and the Slovak provinces of Bratislava, Kosice and western Ruthenia. Apart from 

the transfer of Ruthenia to Ukraine after World War II, the remaining union survived until 1992, when it was divided 

into the separate Czech and Slovak republics. 

 

Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia, Montenegro, Macedonia, Albania 

Established in the 6th century, Serbia resisted the Ottoman advance into Europe between 1389-1459 but became 

an Ottoman province until 1882. Slovenia (Carniola) became Austrian territory in 1335, Croatia in 1527, while 

Montenegro was under Ottoman rule from 1498-1912, except for Dalmatia and coastal Montenegro which were held 

by Venice until 1796, after which Austria held both until 1918. Under Ottoman rule from 1463, Bosnia was taken by 

Austria-Hungary in 1878 and fully annexed in 1908, both times in response to the rise of Serb nationalism in adjoining 

Serbia and its neighbour Bulgaria.  
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After World War I, the Balkan territories of the Ottoman and Habsburg empires were apportioned to Serbia, Croatia 

and Slovenia, which were then combined as a single monarchy under a Serbian king and renamed Yugoslavia (south 

slavic people) in 1929. After World War II, the country became a federation of six socialist republics until 1991 when 

the federation disintegrated, resulting in the separate nations of Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia 

(including Kosovo), Montenegro and Macedonia. Albania gained independence from the Ottomans in 1912 and in 

1944 became a socialist republic, separate from the neighbouring Yugoslav federation. 

(see also separate piece entitled - Austrian Empire and the Balkans) 

 

Romania, Bulgaria, Moldova 

After the Crimean War, the Ottoman provinces of Walachia and Moldavia were combined to form Romania in 1862. 

The subsequent Russian war against the Ottoman empire gained autonomy in 1878 for Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia 

and Montenegro. Romania gained full independence, then Serbia (including Montenegro) in 1882, but Bulgaria was 

denied this until 1908. The current republic of Moldova (since 1991), previously known as Bessarabia, was part of 

Moldavia until 1812, when it was ceded to the Russian empire. In 1918 Romania doubled in size by gaining 

Transylvania and Bukovina from the Austro-Hungarian empire, while Bessarabia was regained from Russia, but only 

until 1940.   

 

Greece  

From the 13th century the western (including Corfu) and southern (Crete) Greek islands came under Venetian control, 

while the remainder of Greece was absorbed into the Ottoman empire in the 15th century. Southern Greece regained 

its independence between 1821-1832, recovering the western Venetian islands from Britain in 1864 and Thessaly in 

1881. But only in 1913, after the Balkan War, was the divided country re-assembled by the recovery of Epirus, 

southern Macedonia, Crete and the Aegean islands. Western Thrace was regained from Bulgaria in 1919 but the 

Venetian eastern islands (including Rhodes) were not recovered from Italy until 1947. 

 

Poland, Lithuania  

Poland was established as a kingdom in 1025, and the rulers of Lithuania became monarchs of Poland from 1386-

1572, as well as monarchs of Bohemia between 1471-1526 and Hungary between 1490-1526. In 1466, Poland 

extended from the Baltic to the Black Sea, including Lvov (west Ukraine) and Moldavia, while neighbouring Lithuania 

to the east also extended from the Baltic to the Black Sea and eastward to the river Don, including the province of 

Smolensk on the borders of Muscovy (which Muscovy took in 1512). 

 

The personal union of the monarchy built and shared a vast Commonwealth with Lithuania from 1569, which by 1618 

reached its maximum extent, covering modern Poland (except the western provinces), modern Lithuania, Courland, 

Livonia (modern Latvia), southern half of modern Estonia, Belarus, Smolensk, west and central Ukraine (but 

excluding the Black Sea coast) and Moldavia. By 1771 the territory had been reduced to an area covering Poznan 

to Vitebsk and Courland to Galicia, but in 1772, Galicia was lost to Austria, Gdansk to Prussia and Vitebsk to Russia, 

then in 1773, the whole commonwealth was taken over as a Russian protectorate until 1789, before partition between 

Russia, Austria and Prussia in 1795. The kingdom of Poland was re-established in 1815, but remained entirely under 

the control of the Russian empire until 1918, when the country became independent, gaining Galicia and parts of 

Silesia. In 1945, Poland also regained the remainder of Silesia and much of Pomerania, seized by Prussia and 

absorbed into Germany until then. Lithuania gained independence from Russia between 1918-1940, but not again 

until 1991. 

(see also separate piece entitled - Russian Empire and Poland) 

 

Latvia, Estonia, Finland 

The territory north of Lithuania, now known as Latvia, was conquered by German crusaders in 1207 and in 1418 

was named Livonia. In 1583 it became Polish then in 1629 Swedish, with Riga as the second largest city of Sweden 

after Stockholm. It was seized by Russia in 1721 and held until 1918, although German survived as its official 

language. Estonia, north of Latvia, came under Danish control in 1219, then Swedish in 1645, until also being seized 

by Russia in 1721 and held until 1918. Latvia and Estonia were independent between 1920-1941, when they were 

again taken by Russia. Finland, across the sea to the north of Estonia, came under Swedish control in 1249. 

Frequent wars were fought on Finland's soil between 1714-1790 by Russia and Sweden, ending with the Russian 

creation of the Grand Duchy of Finland in 1809, enduring until 1918.  
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Russia, Ukraine, Belarus  

Vikings from Sweden (known as Varangians, then later as Rus) consolidated the Eastern Slav areas around modern 

Novgorod in 862 AD, later moving the capital to Kiev. The nation became known as Ruthenia (roughly corresponding 

to modern Ukraine) and expanded to the Black Sea, the Caspian and by 913 the Caucasus, so that by 969 it was the 

largest state (by area) in Europe. During the 12th century Ruthenia was absorbed into neighbouring Galicia-Volhynia, 

which in turn was conquered by its neighbours and then in the 13th century was subjugated by Tartar (Mongol) 

invaders.  

 

However, the Tartar conquest did not extend to Novgorod and its rulers established the city of Moscow, which grew 

to become the effective Russian capital in 1327. By 1480, the territory of Muscovy had tripled, the Tartars had been 

expelled and the state was renamed Russia. Territorial expansion continued so that by 1725, the Russian empire 

(including Siberia) was the largest country in the world, increasing in 1795 with the seizure of the territories which 

would later become the separate states of Ukraine and Belarus. 

(see also separate piece entitled - Russian Empire and Poland) 

 

 

For summary histories of non-European nations, and more details of specific European countries, see also the 

following additional separate pieces entitled: 

Arab nations, Islamic empires, Sunni and Shia, Turkish empire 

Colonisation of Africa, Southern Africa - the nations 

Empires within Europe, European colonial empires  

Latin America 

India and Pakistan 

Immigration into Western Europe 

Eastern Europe - historical glossary 
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