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Belarus: Jewish Family History Research Guide

Timeline

The Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which was united with Poland, ruled most of Byelorussia
(“White Russia”) until the reign of Catherine the Great in Russia. Therefore many Jews who
identified themselves as “Litvaks” actually originated in shtetls located in Belarus. Upon the
First Partition of Poland in 1772, Russia acquired the Eastern portion of present-day Belarus,
including the towns of Vitebsk, Mogilev, and Gomel. The Second Partition in 1793 gave
Minsk and the central region to Russia, and in 1795 the Third Partition incorporated the
remainder of Byelorussia into the Russian Empire. Under Russian rule the area was divided
administratively into the provinces, or gubernias, of Grodno, Minsk, Mogilev, Vilna, and
Vitebsk. In 1921, this territory was divided between Poland and Soviet Russia along the lines
of the First Partition of Poland. In 1922, the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic was one of
four founding republics of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (U.S.S.R., or Soviet Union).
In 1924 Russia transferred the regions of Polotsk, Vitebsk, Orsha, and Mogilev to the
Byelorussian S.S.R. Mogilev had a large Byelorussian population. Gomel and Rechitsa
followed in 1926. The Byelorussian S.S.R. declared sovereignty from the U.S.S.R. in 1990 and
independence in 1991, changing its name to the Republic of Belarus.

Finding Your Ancestral Town
Once you have identified the name of your ancestral town, you can locate it on a map
using the following sources.

Mokotoff, Gary and Sallyann Amdur Sack. Where Once We Walked: A Guide to the

Jewish Communities Destroyed in the Holocaust—Revised Edition (Avotaynu, 2002).

This gazetteer, available in the Genealogy Institute, lists towns according to variant
spellings and provides the present-day country and map coordinates of the town, as well as an
estimate of the pre-WWII Jewish population.

CGI DS 135.E83 M65 2002

ShtetlSeeker Database (www.jewishgen.org/ShtetlSeeker/). This database allows you to search
for towns using either the exact spelling or the Daitch-Mokotoff Soundex.

Soundex searches find similar sounding names with variant spellings. Links on the

database connect each town name to online maps, where the town location is identified

with a red star.

It is also important to identify the uezd (district) and gubernia (province) in which the

town was located, in order to identify relevant documents. To learn the district and

province, visit the web site of the Belarus Special Interest Group (see below) and click on the
“Shtetls of Belarus” link, which leads to a database that provides the information.

Vital Records

There are three main sources of information about vital records from towns in Belarus—
the National Historical Archives of Belarus, the Routes to Roots Foundation, and the
Family History Library (FHL) of the Church of Latter-day Saints. The records housed in
archives in Belarus are incomplete and may be time-consuming to access. See the web

sites below for current information:
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National Historical Archives of Belarus
55, Kropotkina St.,

Minsk, 220002

Republic of Belarus

Telephone: (+375-17) 286-75-20

Fax: (+375-17) 286-75-22

E-mail: niab@solo.by, niab@belsonet.net
Director: Alla K. Golubovich

Web site: http://archives.gov.by/eng

Routes to Roots Foundation, Inc.
www.rtrfoundation.org

Full-length articles on archives in Minsk and Grodno
www.rtrfoundation.org/archpsS.shtml

Searchable database of archives documents by town name
www.rtrfoundation.org/search.php

Web sites, addresses, telephone & fax numbers of archives holding records from
towns in Belarus www.rtrfoundation.org/archdta2.shtml

Family History Library

The Family History Library (FHL) has microfilmed revision lists (poll tax records or

census lists) for the Minsk province, 1795-1874, and 19 to early 20w century vital

records for some towns in the provinces of Minsk, Vitebsk and Mogilev. To identify the relevant
films do a “Place Search” at https://familysearch.org/#form=catalog. Choose Place —names in the
Search box, and type the town’s name in the search string. For a list of microfilms on long-term loan
at the Ackman & Ziff Family Genealogy Institute, see www.jgsny.org/microfiche.htm.
Additional films are available through our short-term loan program, or at any LDS

Family History Center (FHC).

Other Sources

Town History

To research the more general history and character of your town’s Jewish community,
consult Yizkor books, memoirs and biographies. Yizkor books (memorial books)
recollect Eastern European Jewish communities. To learn whether there is one for your
town, consult the bibliography in Appendix B of Genealogical Resources in New York,
edited by Estelle Guzik (Jewish Genealogical Society, Inc., 2003), available in the
Genealogy Institute. Z 5313 .U6 N524 2003

The JewishGen Yizkor Book Project database at
www.jewishgen.org/Yizkor/database.html is searchable by town and indicates which
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libraries have copies. To find out what resources on your town are available at the Center for
Jewish History, search our online catalog at http://search.cjh.org.

For Further Information

Belarus Special Interest Group

E-mail discussion list, searchable on-line databases, provincial and district research
groups, map links, landsmanshaftn membership lists, and many other resources.
www.Jewishgen.org/Belarus

Books about Belarus in the Center for Jewish History

Davies, Norman and Polonsky, Antony, eds. Jews in Eastern Poland and the USSR,
1936-1946. University of London, 1991.
YIVO 00112180

Dean, Martin. Collaboration in the Holocaust: crimes of the local police in Belarussia
and Ukraine, 1941-1944. St. Martin’s Press, 2002.
YIVO 00097711

Epstein, Barbara Leslie. The Minsk Ghetto, 1941-1943: Jewish resistance and Soviet
internationalism. University of California, Press, 2008.
YIVO 000126174

Ioffe, E.G. (Emanuil Grogor’evich). Belorusskie evrei v Izraile: biograficheskii
spravochnik. Kovcheg, 2000.
YIVO 00107671

Mel’t’s’er, D. B. The black book with red pages: (tragedy and heroism of Belorussian
Jews).VIA Pres, 2008.
YIVO 000125506

Pinchuk, Ben-Cion. Shtetl Jews under Soviet rule: Eastern Poland on the eve of the
Holocaust. B. Blackwell, 1991.
YIVO 00083450

Smolar, Hersh. The Minsk Ghetto: Soviet-Jewish partisans against the Nazis. New Y ork:
Holocaust Library, 1989
YIVO 00082606

Tec, Nechama. Defiance: The Bielski partisans. Oxford University Press, 1993.
YIVO 00085701
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Zajka, Vital. The self—perception of Lithuanian-Belarusian Jewry in the eighteen and
nineteenth centuries. Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2001.
YIVO 00105905 01/09/02 N

Useful web sites
www.jewishgen.org/Belarus/ Belarus special interest group website

http://radzima.org/index.php?lang=en Photographs and short history of Belarus

www.beljews.info/English.shtml Site dedicated to the history of Belarussian
Jewry

http://davidhorodok.netfirms.com Web site dedicated to the town of David-
Horodok (now in Belarus)

www.genealogylinks.net/country/jewish-genealogy/europe/belarus.htm Web site with
useful genealogy links for Belarus

http://www.jewishbelarus.org/index.php?pid=21&lang=en Jewish
organizations in Republic of Belarus (including addresses)

www.haruth.com/JewBelarus.html Jewish Belarus web site

www.eilatgordinlevitan.com Old Photographs of the Jewish communities of
Belarus

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/vjw/Belarus.html Historical
resources of Jewish communities in Belarus

www.belarusguide.com/as/history/history.html History of Belarus (including
Holocaust and Jewish resistance in Belarus)
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