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Anna Korneeva
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in the Czechoslovak Republic (Zemgor)  

Pre-revolutionary Russia was a centralized state 
where everything was controlled by the central gov-
ernment and its local officials. Only the Great Reforms 
of the second half of the 19th century introduced new 
tendencies into the state system of Russia. Thus the 
overwhelming bureaucracy was opposed by consolida-
tion of local forces represented by rural and urban mu-
nicipalities. Created on the basis of class and caste, the 
municipalities attracted all progressive aspects from 
the intelligentsia as well as from the peasantry and the 
bourgeoisie 1.

The movement associated with the public initiative 
emerged in Russia in the middle of the 18th century; 
it later developed during the First World War into ru-
ral and urban unions. Then it continued in the 1920s 
abroad, in Prague in particular 2. 

A relative majority of emigrants from Russia came 
to Czechoslovakia in 1920 - 1921. The exact number of 
Russian emigrants to Czechoslovakia is hard to define. 
According to various sources, the number ranged from 
10,000 to 40,000 people over the years. At the end of 

1	  For more see: Veselovsky, 1910, Gerasimenko, 1984.
2	  It should be mentioned that the initiative of creating organizations 

of Russian immigrants on the basis of pre-revolutionary Russia 
public associations was put forward not only in Prague. The same 
processes occur, for example, in France, where in January 1921, the 
Charter of the Russian Zemstvo City Committee was adopted to aid 
to Russian citizens abroad. Later, in Paris on October 19, 1925, 
Paris and Prague associations signed an agreement that defined 
the principles of cooperation between the two organizations and 
differentiated the scope of their activities. GA RF. F. 5764. Op. 1. D. 
148. Pp. 21 - 25 (the text of the agreement is in Russian). Ibid. Pp. 
26 – 27 (the text of the agreement is in French).

the 1920s, according to the Czechoslovak press, 40,000 
Russian emigrants lived in Czechoslovakia; the Nansen 
report stated about 14,000 people, while the Bulletin 
of the Prague Zemgor stated only about 10,500 people. 
Presumably Nansen’s data is more accurate [Serapi-
onova, 1995. Pp. 20-21].  

It should be noted that the Russian emigrants in 
Czechoslovakia were very heterogeneous: socialist-
revolutionaries 3, monarchists, democrats represented 
by Cossacks, agrarian and some student organizations,  
and socialists [Tejchmanová,1993. P.3]. Each group tried 
to exert pressure on the Czechoslovak political circles to 
lobby their own ideas as to who and how should assist 
Russian emigrants in the Czechoslovak Republic.

Because of their philosophical, moral and political 
points of view, the leaders of the young republic could 
not refuse to shelter and provide initial assistance to 
political refugees, regardless of their political beliefs.

Speaking in the Parliament, the Minister E. Benes 
clearly outlined the basic conditions under which as-
sistance would be given to political refugees. He em-
phasized that the government would never violate the 
right to asylum as long as those who received this right 
do not violate the proposed conditions. The govern-
ment gave the rights of asylum to the right-wing and 
the left-wing parties on condition that they would not 
be allowed to interfere into politics or plot coups and 
conspiracies [as cited in Postnikov, 1928. P.243].  

In 1920, the Czechoslovak government started the 
development of the program which subsequently was 
called «The Russian Action». Only a year later, on July 1, 

3	 Dokumenty o protisovětských piklech československé reakce. Statní 
nakladatelstvi politické literatury. 1954. S. 114  - 115.
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1921, responding to inquiries from deputies, the Minis-
ter of Foreign Affairs of Czechoslovakia Eduard Benes 
said in the Parliament that «the Czechoslovak govern-
ment will allocate sufficient funds for effective assis-
tance to Russian emigrants and will pay close attention 
to this process». Therefore the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs of the Czechoslovak Republic prepared a plan to 
carry out humanitarian action 4.

Indeed in 1921 the Czechoslovak state allocated 10.3 
million CZK to support emigrants in the framework of 
the Russian support campaign. These amounts con-
tinued to increase until 1924 (99.7 million CZK). After 
1924 the scope of «The Russian action» was curtailed 
by the Czechoslovak government, but the financial 
support, albeit not in the same amounts, continued. 
In 1937, the state support was 2.8 million CZK [Veber, 
1995. P.8].  

A report note from the Czechoslovak Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of 23 March 1933 said that Zemgor re-
ceived the following amounts from the Ministry: 1921 
– 685,000 CZK, 1922 - 2,818,000, in 1923 - 4,182,600, 
in 1924 - 5,857,150, in 1925 - 4,789,700, in 1926 - 
4,593,210, in 1927 - 3,190,320, in 1928 - 1,942,170, 
in 1929 - 1,630,000, in 1930 - 1,542,735, in 1931 – 
1,140,000, in 1932 - 432,000, in 1933 - 30,000. In ad-
dition, at the beginning of its activity the organization 
received a loan of 1,000,000 CZK from Legionbank and 
910,000 CZK in 1927 - 1928 from the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of the Czechoslovak Republic to cover its 
debts 5. 

It is noteworthy that, initially, emigrant organiza-
tions distributed allocated funds among themselves 
without any control by the state. Only in 1926, after nu-
merous protests by the public, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the Czechoslovak Republic set up a special 
department whose task was to monitor the effective-
ness of the implementation of the Russian campaign 
[Tejchmanová, 1993. P.8]. 

The need to organize assistance to refugees, in 
addition to and along with the state and public aid, 
prompted the Russian Zemstvo figures living in the 
Czechoslovak Republic to raise the question of setting 
up a special organization which would be comprised of 
the Zemstvo officials to help Russian refugees who lived 
in the Czechoslovak Republic.

The past experience in Russia helped the leaders 
of Zemstva and cities to evaluate the general situation 
and the conditions of refugee’s life and to establish the 
Union of Russian rural and urban leaders in Czecho-
slovakia (abbreviated Zemgor), which was supported 
by both the refugees and by the Czech public and 
government circles. The first organizational meeting 

4	  Poslanecká sněmovna N.S.R.Č.  1. volební období. 3. zasedaní.
5	  A MZV, II. sekce. K. 330, č.j. 34162/33

of the Union was held on March 17, 1921 in Prague 6. 
The largest political group in the associa-

tion was represented by socialist revolutionaries 7.
By employing Russian public figures for the service, 

many of whom had special training and considerable 
experience, Zemgor became one of the most influential 
emigrant organizations. It also enjoyed the support of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czechoslovak Re-
public, one of the leading organizations in charge of the 
distribution of financial aid among Russian emigrants.

Using financial support from the Czechoslovak gov-
ernment and moral sympathy on the part of political 
and public circles of Czechoslovakia 8, the Union aimed 
to meet both spiritual and material needs of refugees.

The key directions of the Union’s activity were finan-
cial, material, labour, medical and legal help, assistance 
to graduate students, setting up artisanal workshops 
and canteens, protection of the interests of Russian 
refugees in international organizations, organization 
of schools and universities, libraries, archives, research 
institutes, etc 9. 

Gradually Zemgor started to provide assistance with 
mediation between emigrants from Russia and the Gov-
ernment of Czechoslovakia, taking quasi-governmental 
functions, which in fact were quasi-consular. The main 
activity of the association became «legalization» of 
refugees: providing refugees with necessary identity 
documents, the documents that give them the legal right 
to enter the country and stay in it, mediating in getting 
entry and exit visas as well as domestic and foreign 
passports, issuing all kinds of certificates and licenses 
(to recognize a person, to certify the marital state or the 
state of property), notarizing various documents, etc.

6	  State Archive of RF (SA RF)  F. 5764. Inventory (I). 1. Document (D). 
88. Page. 6 – 6 (flip side of the page). Ibid. D. 309. P. 74.

7	  By the end of 1921 the number of Zemgor’s members totalled 44 
persons. By May 1, 1923 the Union had 57 members, by the end 
of 1925 - 63 members. Of those, city councils and Zemstvos - 46 
people, the staff of Zemstvo municipal government – 4 people, 
members of the Legislative Army Branch and Rad - 12 people, 
persons recognized as particularly useful - 2. According to party-
political features, above-mentioned members of the union fell 
into the following groups: - Socialist Revolutionaries - 29 - 
Popular Socialists - 3 - Social-Democrats of the «Unity» - 1 - 
Constitutional Democratic Party - 2 - a group of «Peasant Russia» 
- 3 - Union of Cossacks Revival - 15 - independents - 10. 

SA RF. F. 5764. I. 1. D. 88. P. 5(flip side of the page) -7.
8	  For more, see Vaszlav Weber. Political structure of Russian 

interwar emigrants to Czechoslovakia and the Russian assistance 
action. // The Russian assistance action in Czechoslovakia. 
History, importance, legacy. Prague. 2012. P. 30.

9	  This aspect of the union’s activity is addressed in detail in Zemgor’s 
essay for the period of 1921 - 1924. See.: Essay about Zemgor’s activ-
ity. Prague. 1925. Pp. 65 – 81.
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The data about Zemgor’s activity during 1921 – 
1930 are given in the Table 10:

Gradually, the case of assisting Russian refugees 
grew from the humanitarian and charitable sphere into 
dealing with economic and legal issues. Thus, this tran-
sition modified Zemgor’s goals forcing it to pay special 
attention to the provision of legal assistance to Russian 
emigrants.

The role of the Union in providing legal assistance 
to refugees until 1926 was to provide immediate aid to 
refugees in their personal matters. From the mid-1920s 
there was an increase in the number of more complex 
cases which required a fundamental approach and reso-
lution of general issues concerning the legal status of 
refugees 11. 

Therefore, from the beginning of 1926 the activi-
ties of Zemgor in legal assistance were directed to the 
creation of normal working conditions for refugees 
and resolving their legal status, as it was a major chal-
lenge for the entire community of Russian emigrants at 
that time 12. To accomplish this task, it was decided to 

10	 SA RF. F. 5764. I.. 1. D. 89. P. 85.
11	 SA RF. F. 5764. I. 1. D. 89. P. 59.
12	 «…A refugee is deprived of many rights; he is limited in the 

implementation and protection of his public individual rights; 
he is constrained in the exercise of the material right and the 
use of the procedural rights…», - S.I. Nikolaev pointed out in 
his report «On legal status of Russian refugees and measures 
for its improvement» on December14, 1927.  (SA RF. F. 5764. 
I. 1. D. 6. P. 3) The objectivity of such an evaluation was 
confirmed when the government of the Czechoslovak Republic 
passed a law by which those who arrived in the country after 
May 1, 1923 were deprived of the right to work and to leave 
the country.

establish the Russian Legal Consultation in Prague 13.
The draft terms of the Consultation were approved 

by the Committee of Zemgor on October 26, 1926. On 
November 29, 1926, the opening and the first meeting 
of the Russian Legal Consultation took place 14.

The lawyers who worked in the Consultation devel-
oped theoretical points of the general legal situation of 
refugees, addressed applications, notes and petitions to 
the Czechoslovak government bodies. The lawyers also 
consulted refugees from Russia on different matters, in-
cluding matters on family and marriage, inheritance, ad-
ministrative and passport cases, obligations, problems 
of citizenship, entrepreneurship, copyright 15, human 
rights; they gave advice on the rules of taking exams 
to obtain a certain major 16, etc. The most frequently 

13	 From the beginning of its activities until June 1, 1929 Legal 
Consultation was visited by 1,560 clients. It reviewed 382 civil, 55 
criminal and 344 administrative cases. 1,143 pieces of advice were 
given; 114 cases were sent to the Czech lawyers; 74 consultations 
with experts were held and 102 cases were sent to government 
officials and agencies. (SA RF. F. 5764. I. 1. D. 118. P. 3) 

14	  Protocol of the First General Assembly of the Russian Legal Consultation 
of Zemgor in Prague see. SA RF. F. 5764. I. 6. D. 1. Pp. 1 – 14.

15	 SA RF. F. 5764. I. 6. D. 1. P. 295 – 295 (flip side of the page).
16	 For example, while advising Mr. N.Lyash, who lived in Slovakia, The 

Legal Consultation reported that in order to engage in any profession 
you need to have a patent for the work «prukaz zpusobilosti» and a 
permit of the Office of Employment (zivnostenskeho uradu stolice) .In 
order to obtain a work permit it was necessary to take an exam organ-
ised by the examination board in Bratislava Zemsky office, where an 
application should be submitted (enclosing the passport and certifi-
cate), that after graduation, an applicant will work in his specialty for 
the next three years. A permit to take a test was issued by the zemskoye 
management office. And in case of disagreement with its decision it was 
possible to file a complaint to the Ministry of Trade and Industry of the 
Czechoslovak Republicwithin within 15 days. A complaint was filed 
through the zemskoye management office.  (SA RF. F. 5764. I. 6. D. 6. P.4)

№
п/п

Assistance Year
1921 1922 1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929 1930

1 Assistance in getting entry visas 107 113 59 29 23 43 25 11 12 14
2 Assistance in getting passport to stay in the 

Czechoslovak Republic
1262 601 484 398 75 333 132 53 116 -

3 Assistance in getting foreign passports - 161 384 398 186 163 118 146 148 48
4 Issued poverty certificates - - - 166 150 344 75 123 232 216
5 Issued marital status certificates - - - 254 144 585 214 254 628 655
6 Other issued certificates - - - 232 117 216 80 97 125 296
7 Notarized copies of documents - - - 186 143 315 102 233 585 612
8 Search for refugees - - - 111 98 - 26 9 - -
9 Inquiring about refugees - - - 68 63 - - - - -
10 Books sent to different countries - - - 39 9 15 - - - -
11 Assistance in purchasing cheap boat tickets across the 

Danube
- - - - - - 26 3 - -

12 Transit visas - - - - - - 302 186 - -
13 Certificates to live in the Czechoslovak Republic - - - - - - 28 12 48 29
14 Entry visas to other countries - - - - - - - - 632 998
15 Free and beneficial visas - - - - - - - - 27 69
16 Assistance in getting nansen passports - - - - - - - - - 675
17 Assistance in getting labour certificates - - - - - - - - - 429
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addressed issues included the ones on family law (mar-
riage, divorce, adoption, alimony) 17. Emigrants who left 
Czechoslovakia and lived in other countries also applied 
to the Consultation for advice 18.

It became possible to use new opportunities to or-
ganize assistance to refugees and to give the refugee 
problem an international character only after a number 
of preliminary activities. First, there was collection of 
information on the number of Russian refugees, which 
was carried out not only in the Czechoslovak Republic, 
but also in other countries. Then the data was classified 
by industry, education, age, disability, etc. With the help 
of Russian organizations in other countries which pro-
vided support to refugees, a general plan was developed 
to organize assistance to emigrants regarding economic 
aid, mobility, relations with employers, etc. In 1925, the 
Prague Zemgor established relations with the Interna-
tional Labour Office in Geneva and sent its representa-
tive to the Consultative Assembly in Geneva concerning 
the issue of refugees 19.

In 1926, the High Commissioner for Russian affairs 
Nansen sent an inquiry in which he asked the Zemgor 
Committee to provide information about the passport 
situation and means to assist Russians who were setting 
off to work. 

Thereby, Zemgor became involved in the interna-
tional Russian activity campaign. In the same year, 
the Prague Zemgor, with the assistance of its special 
“committee on settling Russian workers outside the 
Czechoslovak Republic” established the necessary rela-
tions with the Ministries of Labour and Agriculture, the 
Ministry of the Colonies and the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs of the French Republic 20. 

Zemgor’s initiatives, which were started and imple-

17	 SA RF. F. 5764. I. 6. D. 5. P. 250, 295 – 295 (flip side of the page). 
Ibid. I. D. 90. Pp. 217 – 222. Ibid. I. 1. D. 89. Pp. 79 – 80

18	 SA RF. F. 5764. I. 6. D. 5. P. 250.
19	 SA RF. F. 5764. I. 1. D. 89. P. 25.
20	 Ibid. P. 28.

mented in the first period of its activity in 1921 - 1924, 
took different paths. Some of them gradually and natu-
rally stopped, others shrank while the others developed 
and strengthened. But the main points that determined 
the position and fate of Zemgor’s different activities 
were, on the one hand, the changes in the position of 
emigrants; on the other hand, it was a change in the 
attitude of the Czechoslovak government and Zemgor 
itself towards the nature and objectives of assistance to 
emigrants 21. 

In spite of all the difficulties of its formation and ac-
tivity Zemgor contributed to the unification of Russian 
refugees in Czechoslovakia and became an institutional 
body through which it became possible to provide as-
sistance towards Russian refugees on the part of the 
Czechoslovak State. The structure of Zemgor in Prague 
became a new continuation and development of Zem-
stvo management that had existed in Russia before. 
This institution played a prominent role in providing 
emigrants with protection against the public authorities 
of Czechoslovakia and giving emigrants the opportunity 
to adapt to the conditions of life in exile, especially in 
the beginning. 

Introducing the information on the Unification of 
county and municipal figures in Czechoslovakia into 
scientific use has a significant importance for studying 
the community of Russian emigrants in Czechoslovakia 
in the period between the two world wars.  

The documents of the registry office of Zemgor’s 
Unification provide unique information for studying the 
main spheres of Zemgor’s activities which were defined 
in its charter as follows: registration of Russian citizens 
living abroad, examining and improving their living con-
ditions, advocating their legal rights and interests 22. 

21	 Ibid. Pp. 82 – 83.
22	 SA RF. F. 5764. I. 1. D. 1. P. 2 – 16; 23 – 29 (in Czech); 17 – 21; 34 

– 38; 49 – 53 (in Russian). F. 5764. I. 1. D. 4. P. 15a – 22 (the text 
is in Czech)

Anna Korneeva, leading specialist of the History department at SPP RANEPA, post-graduate student at the Russian Presidential 
Academy of National Economy and Public Administration (Moscow, Prospect Vernadskogo,82) Е-mail:   korneeva-av@ranepa.ru

Summary: The article describes how the Union of Russian Rural and Urban Figures (Zemgor) was established in Prague in the 1920s and 
how it helped Russian emigrants in Czechoslovakia. The author shows how the role of this institution changed with time depending on the 
needs of Russian emigrants. The ways Zemgor could assist varied from providing humanitarian aid to giving legal assistance. There is a big 
emphasis on how prominent the role of Zemgor was when Russian emigrants were adjusting to a new life.
Keywords: Russian emigrants, Zemgor, the Czechoslovak Republic, assistance, refugees, financial aid.
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