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A Note on the Author

IKHON YAKOVLEVICH KISELEV was born in 1917 in the village

of Ogorodnya near the Byelorussian city of Gomel, in the family of a
peasant. He finished a teachers’ training school in 1936 and until 1944
worked in education, first as a teacher and then as a hecadmaster.

After 1944 Kiselev was mainly preoccupied with Party activities, and
in 1955 he was elected a Secretary of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of Byelorussia.

As Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Byelorussian S.S.R, he took an
active part in the work of the U.N. Since 1959 he has been Chairman
of the Council of Ministers of the Byelorussian Republic.
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Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic

A Glance At the Map

wgﬁOWGmmH? one of the fifteen Republics of the Soviet Union,
occupies a territory of 83,000 square miles in the western part of the
U.SS.R. It is a country of plains, its highest point being less than
1,000 feet above the lowesi.

Its north-western region is covered with hills, the south-eastern is low-
land, while the south is an area of endless swamps, the Polesye.

The Republic has about 4,000 lakes, and over a fourth of its territory
is covered with forests.

The animal life of the Republic is rather diverse. Here the elk and
the deer are to be found. The aurochs has been preserved in the Byelo-
vezhskaya Pushcha reserve. This extremely rare animal was almost
completely destroyed during the war, but of late its number has consider-
ably increased.

Other animals that are widespread here are the wild boar, squirrel and
hare. The basins of the Sozh, Berezina, Pipyat and Dnieper are inhabited
by the beaver.

Swamps and marsh-ridden lands cover an area of over 15 million
acres, The drained peat-bogs of this Republic are as fertile as the finest
black-earth regions. They produce high yields of grain, hemp, potatoes,
sugar beet, corn, grass and other crops.

For a long time Byelorussia was considered very poor in minerals, but
this was not really so.

Cf late, tremendous deposits of potassium and rock salts have
been discovered here, promising deposits of oil and coal, and a
number of deposits of valuable building materials that can be
easily worked, among them limestone, clay and sand.

Byelorussia’s supplies of peat are practically inexhaustible.

According to the census of January 15, 1959, Byelorussia has a pop-
ulation of 8,060,000 people, or about 4 per cent of the population of
the U.S.S.R. Most of the people are Byelorussians.

Member of a United Family

The Byelorussian people have a long history, but it was only forty
years ago, after the victory of the October Socialist Revolution in Russia,
that the Byelorussian people acquired their own statehood and the right
to their own independent national development,

January 1, 1919, saw the publication of the Manifesto of the Provisional
Workers’ and Peasants’ Government of Byelorussia, proclaiming the
creation of the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic.

This historical act was given legal backing by the first All-Byelorussian
Congress of the Soviets of Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’ Deputies,
which was held in Minsk in February 1919. The Congress adopted the
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first Constitution of the Byelorussian S.S.R. and the Declaration on the
Establishment of Federative Ties with the Fraternal Russian Soviet
Federative Socialist Republic.

To ensure reciprocal assistance in the fields of economy, politics, and
also defence, the Byelorussian S.S.R., in December 1922, voluntarily
joined together with all the other equal Soviet Socialist Republics to
form the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

This played a decisive role in the development of the Republic's state-
hood, economy and culture, in strengthening her sovereignty and fraternal
co-operation with all the peoples of the Soviet Union.

Byelorussia exercises state power independently and enjoys
all sovereign rights incloding the right of free secession from
the U.S.S.R., the right to enter into direct relations with foreign
states, to conclude agreements with them, and to exchange diplo-
matic representatives, Byelorussia is one of the founder states
of the U.N., and has its representatives in U.N. organs.

The supreme organ of state power of the Byelorussian S.S.R. is its
Supreme Soviet which is elected for a period of four years by universal,
equal, direct, and secret ballot. Between sessions of the Supreme Soviet its
presidium, which is elected by the Supreme Soviet from among its
deputies, is the highest organ of power.

The present, fifth, Supreme Soviet of Byelorussia has 407 deputies. Tts
composition vividly reflects the democratic character of the Soviet system.
About half of the deputies are workers and peasants. The others are
representatives of the working intelligentsia.

The deputies of the Supreme Soviet represent all the nationalities
inhabiting the Republic, Byelorussians, Russians, Ukrainians, Poles and
Tews; 149, or more than a third of the entire Supreme Soviet, are women.

The highest executive and administrative organ of state power in
Byelorussia is the Council of Ministers, which is formed by the Supreme
Soviet of the Republic.

A Long History

The history of Byelorussia and its people dates back to antiquity. Long
ago various Slavonic tribes settled here, in the basin of the Dnieper, the
Krivichi, Radimichi and Dregovichi, the forerunners of the present-day
Byelorussians. They lived by hunting and fishing, and by growing rye and
flax.

The Byelorussian land was invaded many times.

In the fourteenth century a wave of Tartar invasions, already weakened
by the heroic resistance of the Russian people, swept over this country.

The troops of Charles XIT of Sweden marched across Byelorussian
soil; Napoleon’s forces traversed it twice, and it was here, near the city
of Borisov, that his troops, fleeing from Russia, received their final blow
on crossing the Berezina River. :

For a number of centuries Byelorussia was ruled by“Lithuanian princes
and Polish magnates. The Kaiser’s and Hitler’s invaders plundered the
country and shed the blood of its people.

But neither foreign invaders nor local oppressors succeeded in bring-
ing the working people to their knees. The Byelorussian people were not

6

alone in this difficult struggle of theirs. The Russian and Ukrainian peoples
invariably proved to be their faithful friends, and it was thanks to their
powerful support that Byelorussia succeeded in preserving itself.

This great unity enabled the Byelorussian people to combat social and
national oppression, helped them maintain their national features, and
inspired them with hope for a better future.

Without a knowledge of the past it is always difficult to evaluate the
present. And if we wish to understand properly the changes that have
taken place in Byelorussia in the historically brief period that has elapsed
since the October Socialist Revolution, we must know something about
the life of the Byelorussian people in the grim days of tsarism.

How the People Lived

The peasantry could hardly keep body and soul together, they had so
little soil from which to obtain a living. About 40 per cent of arable
land belonged to 3,540 rich landowners, and less than 24 per cent of land,
and the worst at that, belonged to the poor and middle farmers, who
numbered 645,000. The rest of the land was owned by middle and small
landowners, kulaks,* the state treasury and the Church.

The workers were perhaps even worse off. Miserable earnings, a thirteen
to fourteen-hour working day, the complete absence of any laws to safe-
guard working conditions, absence of mechanisation, incredibly crowded
living conditions, and the high cost of living, every kind of oppression,
heavy fines—all these made life intolerable.

There was practically no medical services in the country. One doctor
had to serve more than 10,000 people, and the average radius of his
activities was thirty-three miles, while in some places of Polesye it was
60 miles.

Is it any wonder, then, that the mortality rate in Byelorussia
was 30 per 1,000, and the average span of life did not exceed
thirty-two years?

In addition to their harsh economic and social conditions, the Byelo-
russian people suffered from national oppression. The people had no
rights and were not allowed to take any part in managing their country.

The teaching of the Byelorussian language was forbidden. Four out of
every five Byelorussians were unable to write their own names. There was
not a single higher educational institution in the whole of this vast region.

Workers’ and Peasants’ Struggles

Under tsarism Byelorussia was the frequent scene of peasant disturb-
ances and uprisings. The Byelorussian workers’ movement, too, has many
glorious traditions. Organisations of the Russian Social-Democratic Party
were formed in many Byelorussian towns, and the first congress of the
Party actually took place in Minsk in 1898. In 1905, during the first
Russian Revolution, Soviets of Workers’ Deputies were set up in Byelo-
Tussia.

Shortly before the October Revolution Lenin wrote:

* Capitalist farmers who derived their income from exploiting wage-labour
combined with trading, pawning, rent from land and the hiring out of cattle
and tools.—Ed.
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“Russia is an incredibly, unprecedentedly backward country, impover-
ished and half savage, with one-fourth of the modern production equip-
ment that Britain has, one-fifth of what Germany has and one-tenth of
what America has.”

This held true for Byelorussia too. Its trade pattern showed only too
clearly the state of its economy.

Byelorussia supplied the home and foreign markets with hemp, timber,
and tar, and had to import everything made of metal.

Its chief “export” item was manpower. The impoverished
peasants, in complete despair of being able to earn a living in
their native land, proved easy prey for recruiting agents who
went around the Byelorussian villages.

What was the cause of this great tragedy?

There is only one answer: the former social system.

I have given this account of old Byelorussia so that the reader may
understand better why the ordinary people in our Republic treasure so
much the new system, why they defended it so doggedly during the years
of civil war and the grim days of the Hitlerite invasion, and why they
worked to selflessly to restore and develop the national economy after
the destructive wars.

Starting Point

The great starting point which marked the change from darkness to
light in the life of our people was the October Socialist Revolution, carried
through under the leadership of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union,
led by Lenin.

Side by side with the Russian, Ukrainian and other peoples of tsarist
Russia, the Byelorussians loyally fought for the victory of the October
Socialist Revolution.

The morning of October 26 (November 8) 1917, the very next
day following the victory of the revolution in Pefrograd, the
Minsk Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies announced
that the power had passed into the hands of the Soviets,

The post-October years were years of soaring economic and cultural
advance for Byelorussia.

By 1940 Byelorussia’s share in the total industrial production of the
U.S.S.R. had increased more than two-and-a-half times compared with
pre-revolutionary times, while the total volume of the Republic’s industrial
output had increased eight times.

The peasants decided to run their agriculture on collective lines. Their
collective farms received 20 million acres of land from the state for their
permanent use.

The tractor and combine replaced the wooden plough and flail, and
modern scientific techniques were applied to farming. The crops increased
from year to year, as did livestock productivity.

A genuine cultural revolution took place in the country, By 1940 the
entire population of this Republic had become litarate. The western
regions, which became part of the Republic in 1939, also made rapid
cultural progress. The period just prior to the outbreak of the Second
World War witnessed a rapid development of our national art and
literature.
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In the Front Line

In 1941, Nazi Germany treacherously attacked the Soviet Union. From
the very first day of the war, Byelorussia was in the front line.

The Byelorussian people displayed wonderful heroism in defending
their socialist homeland. Over one million of its sons and daughters joined
the ranks of the Soviet Army and fought heroically side by side with the
Russian people and the other peoples of the Soviet Union.

The feat of the Byelorussian guerrillas has gone down in the history
of the Great Patriotic War in letters of gold. The partisan movement,
headed and directed by Communists, embraced all Byelorussia.

The partisans engaged numerous Nazi military units and formations,
destroyed enemy communications and transport lines, and organised the
famous “war on rails”.

There were vast regions in the Republiec, “partisan areas”,
which the invaders were unable fo penetrate, There, deep in the
enemy rear, organisations of the Communist Party and Soviet
power functioned,.

For outstanding military exploits, over 300,000 Byelorussian servicemen
and more than 100,000 Byelorussian partisans were awarded Orders and
Medals.

By their courageous struggle against the fascist invaders, the Byelo-
russian people won universal esteem. The names of its glorious sons and
daughters—Vice-Admiral Yakov Drozd, General Lev Dovator, the flyers
Nikolai Gastello and Alexander Horcvets, the sniper Feodosy Smolyach-
kov, the partisans Konstantin Zaslonov, Tikhon Bumazhkov, Vera
Khorunzhaya, Zinaida Portnova, and many others will live forever in the
memories of the peoples.

Terrible Devastation

By the summer of 1944 Byelorussia was completely cleared of the
enemy. The blows dealt the Republic by the war were serious ones, and
its economy suffered a terrible setback.

The invaders had burned and destroyed 209 of its 270 towns
and workers’ settlements, all of its 10,000 industrial enterprises,
and thousands of villages.

Such cities as Minsk, Gomel, Vitebsk and Polotsk were destroyed almost
completely, The total losses caused by the enemy exceeded 75,000 million
roubles,

Never before in the course of its history had Byelorussia suffered such
complete and general destruction. The losses in people were particularly
great. It is one of the two Soviet Republics which, aimost fifteen years
after the termination of the war, have still not reached the pre-war pop-
ulation figures.

The fascists exterminated 2,200,000 inhabitants and war
prisoners and drove off some 300,000 people to slave labour in
Germany.

After Byelorussia was liberated the people enthusiastically took up the
task of reconstruction. By 1950, only five years after the war had ended,
the Republic had reached its pre-war production levels.
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