Archival Holdings in Belarus

Regional and District holdings according to chronological period

by Dr. Oleg Perzashkevich
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Belarus in 1796-1917

The Archives of the Republic of Belarus contain extensive information on the historical,
genealogical, spiritual and material life of the Belarusian peoples. The archival network, which
was created to preserve the records, is headed by the Committee for Archives and Records
Management under the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus (Belcomarchiv). The
Belarusian archival network of Belcomarchiv includes six central archives, six regional archives,
and sixteen local archives. These archives hold documents that are currently available to be used

in genealogical studies. In addition, there are other repositories of major importance.

Primary sources (most of the principle genealogical records) are to be found in the National Historical Archives
of Belarus in Minsk (formerly the Minsk, Mogilev and Vitebsk provinces and a part of the Grodno province of the



Russian Empire) and the National Historical Archives of Belarus in Grodno (the former Grodno and Vilno provinces).
Additional materials containing historical data (of genealogical interest) can be found at the state archives of register
offices (ZAGS).

Central Archives

All the other archives, not listed above, can be considered as secondary sources for
personal genealogy. All the records before 1917 were grouped according to the district principle.



Local Archives

The destruction of the primary source records does not mean that the researches will yield
only “zero” results. | suggest using other secondary source records. What are they?

Secondary source records include a very wide spectrum of records on legal (and illegal)
actions, business, property, migration and other activities the family to be researched may have
participated in. Although, you can hardly reconstruct the family tree with them, in some cases it is
possible to fill in the blanks.

As most Jewish researchers are interested mostly in the period of 1790s-1917, let us
confine ourselves now to identifying that period’s documents. To make it easier to understand
what is what among those sources, let us divide them into groups.

Voter’s Lists
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The most known group of records are voter lists which show the family name in correlation
with the place of residence. A voter list is also an index for real estate and business records of the

settlement. In addition, if you know the qualification1 for a specific person (as shown on the voter
list), you know where you should look for him: i.e., in business registers or in real estate
descriptions of apartment renters. However, these records do not give ages or other personal
information. The voter lists for elections to State Duma (Parliament) in Minsk Province for 1907 is
in the National Historical Archive in Minsk; the same is true for Grodno Province for 1912, which
is stored in the State Historical Archive in Grodno. The corresponding business and real estate
records for that period are also in the corresponding archives.

Community Records
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The second group are records for elections of local officials, including Jewish community
officials, like teacher, community board and treasurers. They show names of the candidates,
often their ages and property. Sometimes, there are lists of voters (i.e. real estate or big business
possessors) of the settlement. Rarely, there are also voters’ addresses and ages. Such
documents are available for 1820s-1910s, mostly for Grodno Province, but a few for other
provinces as well.

Passport Registers

A third group, personal passports, appeared in the Russian Empire in the 1870s, but Jews
started to ask for them mostly in the late 19th - early 20th century, due mostly to American and
European emigration and business interests. Actually, it might be noted that this type of
document is very close to a primary source, according to the information available on each
passport. However, as the passport showed separate families from different places (the
passports were issued by Province Administration), often even parts of the family or just one
person, we can not consider them as primary sources. The records are both in the Minsk and
Grodno historical archives, but there are no indexes. The main problem with this kind of record is
that the chance of finding a particular family name without checking thousands and thousands of
pages is rare. However, Minsk archive has started the work on systematization of those fonds,
but the work is far from being complete.
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Real Estate Possessors Type llI

The fourth group are real estate possessors’ lists which are of two types. They contain the

following information:

Inventory 1: Family name, address or the house location, valuation of property and its type,

amount of taxes.

Inventory |l: description contains information above but shows additional details, such as

number and types of premises, number of floors, size of land attached, names of renters (if any).
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These real estate records appeared in the late 19th - early 20th century only (one known
exception is the real estate description for Pruzhany for 1853). Sometimes, there are indexes to
these files. If you use the entire document, you can identify such things as social position and
neighbors, how far the family lived from important places like synagogues, churches, town hall,
doctor, etc. Fifty percent of these types of records have survived. For instance, they exist for
almost all the big towns of Minsk and Grodno provinces, and for some of the other pre-1917
Belarusian provinces.

Business Registers
The fifth group is formed with business registers. These files show family name, personal

name, patronymic, business type, income, and tax amount. There are many of these records in
Grodno and some are in Minsk.
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All the records of the Russian Imperial period are in Russian. Special Jewish documents

(birth, death, and marriage, and community elections records) sometimes have Yiddish

equivalents. The only exclusion is Grodno and partly Minsk Provincial register books for 1795

which are for the most part in Polish.

The Regional and District principles

I. NATIONAL HISTORICAL ARCHIVES OF BELARUS
Address: 55, Kropotkina St., Minsk, 220002, Republic of Belarus

Tel: (+375-17) 268-65-22, 268-65-23

Fax: 268-65-20
Director: Alla K. Golubovich

Amount of holdings: 3,091 fonds, 19 collections of microfilms, 1,014,931 items
Chronological period: the 14th century — the beginning of the 20th century

Territory: the former Grand Duchy of Lithuania, the former Vitebsk, Minsk and Mogilev gubernias
(provinces of the Russian Empire)

a) Register books for Minsk Province

District 1795 | 1811 | 1816 [1834 | 1850 |1858 |District 1874 Other
Bobruysk + + + + + + |Bobruysk + +
Borisov + + + + + + |Borisov + —
Thumen + + + + + +  |Thumen + —
Minsk + + + + + + | Minsk + —
Mozyr — + + — + + |Mozyr 1864 +
Novogrudok — + + + +- + |Novogrudok 1864 +
Pinsk — + + + +- — | Pinsk 1864 —
Rechitsa — + + +- + +- |Rechitsa 1864 +
Slutsk + + + + + + |Slatsk 1864 +

b) Register books for Mogilev Province.




District 1795 | 1811 | 1816 | 1834 | 1850 | 1858 |District 1874 Other
Bykhow — — — — — — | Bykhov — 1861
Gomel — —_ — — — — | Gomel — +-
Gorky — — — — — + | Gorky + —_
Klimovichi | — — +- — — — [Klimovichi —_ —
Mogilev — — — — — +- | Mogilev + +
Mstislavl — — — — +- + | Mstislavl + —
Orsha — — — — — — | Orsha — +-
Rogachev — — — +- — + |Rogachev — —
Senntsa — — — — — +- | Senmtsa — —
Chausy — — — — — — | Chausy — —
Cherikov — — + — —_ — | Cherikow +- +-

c) Vitebsk Province
No Register Books

Family history can be researched partly with birth, death, marriage records, partly with townhall
records. Almost no military records and no Register books at all.

NATIONAL HISTORICAL ARCHIVES OF BELARUS IN GRODNO
Address: 2, Tizengauza Sq., Grodno, 230023, Republic of Belarus
Tel./Fax: (+375-152) 44-94-66

Director: Karina P. Batrakova

Amount of holdings: over 1,200 fonds; over 408,000 items; over 11,000 books and brochures;
about 5,000 periodicals

Territory: the former Grodno province and the former Vileika, Disna, Lida, Oshmyany uyezds
(small administrative units) of the Vilno province, the Russian Empire

Chronological period: the 16th — early 20th centuries

d) Register books for Grodno Province

District 1795 | 1806 [1811 |1816 | 1834 [1850 |1858 District 1874 | Other
Belostok — — — — — — —  Belostok + —
Belsk — — — + — — — Belsk —_ —
Brest + + —_ —_ — + —  Brest +- —_—
YWolkowysk | + — + — +- +- + Volkovysk | +- 1864
Grodno + + —_— —_ +- —_ +  Grodno + —
Kobrin + + + — — + —  Kokbrin — —
Pruzhany — + + — — — +  Pruzhany — —
Slonim + + — — — + + Slonim — -
Sokolka — — — — — + —  Sokolka — —

Belarus is divided in regions and within those regions are districts. Archival holdings for both
regions and districts must be studied for their area of coverage and the surviving records. The
purpose of record creation, whether for state, region, district or more local reasons determine
where they might be stored. However, due to many changes in governmental regulations, records
may have been moved, restored or destroyed. Below you will find charts that give a general idea
about the holdings and the surviving records now known in each of the districts. It is important to



keep in mind, some records have no indexes, some are still not generally known about, and some
are in very bad condition and not generally open to research.

For the researcher who wants to get the information about his ancestors’ family from
Belarus, one must know: record holdings in each of the archives (both regional and district) and
the chronological coverage of those holdings. In Minsk Province, family history can be
researched using register books only. Birth, death, marriage records are very few and fragmented
and only for the town of Minsk. The main problem is tracing family history between 1860s and
1900s. In Mogilev Province, family history can be researched partly through birth, death, and
marriage records for the towns of Mogilev, Gomel; some town hall records, and few military
registers. Register books are very few and fragmented. The main problem is tracing family history

in the 1st half of 19tN ¢. In Vitebsk Province, family history can be researched partly with birth,
death, and marriage records; partly with town hall records and there are almost no military
records. There are no register books at all. The main problem for Vitebsk Province is the lack of
records. In Grodno Province, family history is best researched by using principal sources such as
register books. In the chart for the Grodno Province, these birth, death, and marriage records are
very few and fragmented for most districts and exist more fully only for Grodno and Kobrin
Districts. (For Archival holdings by District, see back cover.)

So, as you can see, with careful study of primary and secondary sources, taking into
consideration the records that have survived in the various Belarusian archives, it is possible to
reconstruct details of your ancestral family life. This should give you some hope to get good news
from your search of the records of the past.



