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Draft paper by Jürgen Dinkel 

Dear Reader, 

The following paper is one of the results of my research conducted as a postdoctoral visiting 

fellow at the German Historical Institute in Washington D.C. and as a “wissenschaftlicher 

Mitarbeiter” (research assistant and lecturer) at the Universities in Giessen and Leipzig. It 

marks the starting point for a deeper analysis of inheritance patterns among migrants in 

Baltimore City from the late 19
th

 century to the early 21st century.  The paper is one of my 

first attempts to present some of my findings in American archives in a comprehensive way. 

Any feedback is therefore greatly appreciated. At the same time, it is part of a larger book 

project I am currently working on. Below please find a short, preliminary outline of the larger 

project to get an idea of where this paper fits. 

Outline 

The book’s working title is “Decedents and Heirs: A comparison of inheritance patterns and 

property transfers in Baltimore, Frankfurt am Main and Odessa since the late 19th century.” It 

is based on the observation that since the late 19
th

 century huge amounts of money have been 

transferred through succession in the United States and Germany as well as to a lesser degree 

in Russia/the Ukraine. This property is transferred primarily through personal networks, 

which can be understood as an alternative or as an addition to the market economy.  

Against this background the aim of my project is first to examine the importance of the 

political,  legal, economic, social, and religious values and conditions, as well as family and 

kinship relations, which often have a profound impact on property transfers. Second, it will 

analyze the effects of property transfers upon death on individuals, families, and societies in 

the 20
th

 century. In this way, my project will shed new light on family and kinship relations in 

the modern age; contribute to a broader and more complex understanding of “the economy”, 

including non-market exchanges; on the origins, continuance, and discontinuance of social 

inequalities in families and in societies; and the interdependence between the state and private 

family and kinship networks. 

The book will consist of three major parts, arranged chronologically. Each part will consist of 

chapters analyzing the political and legal frameworks of inheritance transfers, the economic 

conditions in each city for different social groups, inheritance patterns and property transfers 

including the involved “hidden helpers,”(Simone Derix) as well as the heir’s appropriation of 

their inheritance through a quantitative analysis, and a thick description of individual and 

family activities as well as court cases.  

  Part I  (mid-19
th

 century to 1917): Part I charts the codification and reform of inheritance 

and property laws in Maryland in the U.S., Germany, and Russia in the late 19th and early 
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20
th

 centuries; the economic circumstances in Baltimore, Frankfurt and Odessa; and common 

informal and formal inheritance patterns. It describes the various functions and the importance 

of inheritance transfers for heirs – compared to other forms of income (i.e. salary, gifts, 

dowry, and social benefits) – in different social groups in each city and within transnational 

families connecting the Baltimore, Frankfurt and Odessa regions. A closer look at the 

emergence of international agreements and institutions, as part of the first wave of 

globalization, setting a framework for international inheritance transfers, concludes this part.   

Part II (1917 – 1950s/1960s): Part II deals with the impact of war (the First and Second 

World Wars), the October Revolution, economic crises (inflation and the Great Depression), 

and the expansion as well as interventions of the welfare state on established inheritance 

patterns. This part consists of four case studies showing breaks and continuances in property 

transfers in Baltimore, Frankfurt, Odessa, and on a transnational level, dealing, among others, 

with migrants, Jewish restitution claims, U.S. initiatives to block inheritance transfers into the 

Soviet Union, and the new institutions and groups of lawyers specialized in this field.  

Part III (since the 1960s): Part III covers the development of financial capitalism, the reform 

of the welfare state, deregulation, changes in demography, family networks (e.g., patchwork 

families), and life expectancy and its effects on inheritance patterns and wealth transfers. It 

traces the emergence and dispersion of old and new forms of estate planning (e.g. trusts) and 

its impact on family networks and decedent-heir relations. It also looks at the handling of 

indebted estates, which count in Baltimore and Frankfurt for about one fifth of all probated 

estates.  

My research is based on legal documents, political memoranda and financial reports produced 

by various state agencies on the federal, state and local level. In particular, I am working with 

probate records. Furthermore, I examined the personal papers of lawyers and law firms 

specialized in estate planning and finally I use personal letters and diary of decedents and 

heirs, located in a variety of different archives.   
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Abstract: Private Property or State Property? Contested Inheritance Transfers across 

the Iron Curtain 

In my presentation I want to focus on transnational inheritance transfers during the Cold War. 

Among others I will focus on the story of M. Einhorn: 

M. Einhorn was born around 1870 in Grodnenskaya Gubernia, Russia/Ukraine. After 

finishing secondary school there he entered the Kiev University. However, due to anti-Semitic 

pogroms and the persecution of Jews in Russia he abandoned his studies and immigrated to 

Germany where he finished his studies and graduated at Friedrich-Wilhelms-University in 

Berlin. Afterwards he worked in Germany for many years as a naval physician. During this 

time he stayed in touch with his family back in Russia, but he never went back to the country 

of his birth. The rare family meetings happened in a small town called Torny, on the frontier 

of Russia and Eastern Prussia. After the Nazis came to power in Germany, M. Einhorn fled 

again in the 1930s and then emigrated to the U.S. where he died in New York in 1952 or 1953 

shortly after his wife. The Einhorns had no children so D. O. Einhorn, one of their nephews, 

was appointed to settle their estates, which was worth several thousand dollars. 

Soon D. O. Einhorn found himself confronted with a couple of complex and difficult 

questions concerning the estate settlement of his uncle. First of all, he did not know if it was 

legal to transfer an inheritance over the iron curtain into the Soviet Union, a country that was 

challenging the U.S. during the Cold War. However, even it were legal, how could he find all 

the legal heirs of his aunt and uncle? He knew that two of their nieces were living in New 

York, but he had not heard anything from his cousins from the Ukraine for many years. He 

did not know if they had survived the war, and if so, where they were living now or how to 

contact them. Also, even assuming he were able to locate and contact them, he did not know 

on a practical level how he could send them their shares of the estate. Which banks and 

institutions were offering such a service and what documents were required from the U.S. and 

Soviet officials in the probate court and in other state institutions? Finally, how could he 

ensure, and prove to the probate court, that the legal heirs of his aunt and uncle received their 

inheritance?   

D. O. Einhorn was, in the 1950s and 1960s, not the only executor or administrator of an estate 

in the U.S. who was confronted with these or similar questions. On the contrary, the U.S. has 

always been a country of immigration. In the late 19
th

 century, hundreds of thousands of 
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immigrants from Middle and Eastern Europe had arrived in the U.S. These numbers decreased 

a bit after the First World War but increased again in the 1930s and 1940s when huge 

numbers of people – like M. Einhorn – fled from the Nazis and asked for asylum in the U.S. 

Some of them brought their whole family with them, but most of them left family members 

and friends behind in their old country. And, in all cases, after their deaths the questions arose 

how to settle their estates with heirs in foreign countries. 

The immense literature on migration provides some insights on how migrants transferred 

money between living family members and friends, and identifies formal and informal 

channels as well as to specialists in this business. However, with some notable exceptions 

within the field of migration studies, little research has been done on the question of how the 

estates of immigrants and transnational families were settled. The same is true for studies on 

inheritance patterns and practices, which usually examine property transfers upon death in one 

specific location in space – mostly a certain rural region or a certain city. However, given that 

migration between countries happened all the time in the 19
th

 and 20
th

 century, it seems 

obvious that a deceased person and their heirs did not always live in the same place. On the 

contrary, in many cases heirs lived in other regions of the same country or abroad in a foreign 

country with its own inheritance laws. Thus, the spatially absent decedent or heir was a 

common figure in 19
th

 and 20
th

 century inheritance transfers. The “rich uncle from America” 

(Der reiche Onkel aus Amerika) became a popular figure in German novels and movies and 

even a familiar expression in the German language. 

Against this background I will in my presentation analyze inheritance transfers from the U.S. 

into the Soviet Union from the late 1940s till the 1970s. The examination of transnational 

inheritance cases sheds light on transnational family and kinship networks during the age of 

extremes, on a history of global financial transfers, and on a largely ignored dimension of the 

Cold War.  

 


