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Chapter 1

Nicholas II

Autocracy, Family, Religion

After almost three centuries under the rule of the Romanov dynasty, the Russian Empire entered the twentieth century at once blessed and cursed. Modernity penetrated all aspects of life. Streetcars and automobiles ran alongside horse-drawn cabs and hand-pushed carts in the streets of its capital city, St. Petersburg. Sumptuous palaces constructed in the eighteenth century and even middle-class apartment buildings were refurbished with modern doorbells, elevators, telephones, and flush toilets. Banks, the stock exchange, department stores, and luxurious shops bustled; cafes, restaurants, and nightclubs flourished. People flocked to see movies, and newspapers were sold in kiosks all over the city. Industrialization was taking hold, financial and banking institutions mushroomed, and a vibrant civil society, independent of the state, was emerging, with an increasingly self-assertive middle class clamoring for participation in the affairs of the state.

To rule over this vast, complex, diverse, and dynamically changing empire, state, and society would have been a challenging task for any ruler. European ideas of liberty and equality, unleashed by the French Revolution, had penetrated Russia, capturing many layers of society. The new urban poor, migrating from the villages to the cities in search of employment, looked at privileged society with envy and hostility. Peasants in the countryside, though finally emancipated from serfdom, still thirsted for land they felt they were entitled to. In the borderlands, there were rumblings of minority nationalities clamoring for national autonomy. Demand was mounting for the kinds of political participation granted to citizens in other European countries. Fate did not smile on Russia when at the turn of the century it fell to Tsar Nicholas II, the most ill-equipped and inadequate ruler in all of Europe, to implement the necessary policies in response to the changing times. As American historian Richard Pipes puts it, “Russia had the worst of both worlds: a tsar who lacked the intelligence and character to rule yet insisted on playing the autocrat.”1

Nicholas was born on May 6, 1868, the first son of Emperor Alexander III and his wife, Empress Maria Fyodorovna, formerly Princess Dagmar of Denmark. That day was the Feast of St. Job, considered to be an ill omen. Nicholas took this omen seriously. Deeply superstitious, Nicholas time and again repeated that he had been born under ill stars; he carried this fatalism throughout his life, accepting as God’s will every catastrophe that befell his empire and his family.

Nicholas II’s grandfather Alexander II (r. 1855–1881) had won glory for embarking on the Great Reforms: emancipating the serfs, creating a system of local self-government (the zemstvos) and municipal government, initiating modern legal systems, and implementing military reforms. Nevertheless, the “Tsar Liberator” failed to “crown the edifice” by granting the constitution that the educated elite had asked of him. The Great Reforms ended when the Tsar Liberator was assassinated by bombs thrown by terrorists in 1881, on the day he intended to grant a limited consultative representative institution.2

Nicholas’s father, Alexander III (r. 1881–1894), interpreted this tragedy as a signal that the Great Reforms had been a mistake. He was determined to restore autocracy and carried out a series of counterreforms. He harked back to the ideas of Muscovy in the seventeenth century, before Peter the Great embarked on Westernization, and he sought to restore traditional Russian values, deeply rooted in Russian Orthodoxy. He reimposed Nicholas I’s (r. 1825–1855) slogan, “Autocracy, Orthodoxy, and Nationality,” and envisioned an empire united by Orthodoxy and ruled by autocracy unencumbered by any other forces. Six feet six inches tall and possessing an imposing physique, a charismatic character, and abrupt, often boorish manners, he ruled over Russia as a true autocrat.3

Alexander III could not turn history’s clock back completely, for fear that Russia’s status as a great power might slip. Aided by an able adviser, Sergei Yulievich Witte, he encouraged industrialization and the professionalization of the bureaucracy. Modern times and the autocratic tradition began to diverge.

As the tsar’s eldest son, Nicholas received a good education from first-rate scholars. He was a fair student with a good memory, but he lacked intellectual curiosity and the ability to think critically, and he did not excel. His education was more akin to catechism with emphasis on rote memorization. The only subject that truly had a lasting influence on him was religion, taught by Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev, the archconservative procurator of the Holy Synod. Pobedonostsev drummed into Nicholas’s brain the incompatibility between a constitution and parliamentary principles on one hand, and the sanctity of autocracy on the other. “Constitution” became the word Nicholas hated most.

Secluded in the palace with his tutors, he developed a fondness for the company of military officers to compensate for his lack of association with other young men. He came to love inspections in the parade ground but confused the superficial exactitude of military parades with military discipline. He was given the ceremonial rank of colonel but never possessed any professional knowledge of military affairs nor combat experience.4

Though he feared his father, he adored his mother. The empress doted on him, giving him detailed instructions on how he should behave and talk when dealing with adults. Her instructions were always concerned with external appearances, formality and etiquette, manners, and behavior, but never with the substance of statecraft. “She kept her son,” historians Greg King and Penny Wilson write, “in an oppressive cocoon where he remained emotionally dependent.”5

Nicholas was constantly afraid that he could not measure up to their expectations. His rather miserable physique—he was only five feet nine inches tall—along with his immaturity, intellectual limitations, feminine character, and shyness were constant disappointments for Alexander III. His father would snap at him in front of others, “You are a little girl!”6 Perhaps because of his worry about Nicholas’s femininity, Alexander encouraged his liaison with a ballerina, Matilda Feliksovna Kshesinskaya, with whom Nicholas had a passionate love affair before his marriage.7

To familiarize the tsarevich with affairs of state, Alexander III placed Nicholas on the State Council. Once, settling down to a late breakfast at Alexander III’s regular residence, Anichkov Palace, after attending a State Council session, the tsarevich proudly began narrating his contributions to the discussion of a government project. Alexander III rudely cut him off, reprimanding his son not only for getting involved in a project he knew little about but also for openly talking about political matters at breakfast. Nicholas was humiliated. This was a lasting lesson for the young tsarevich on how an autocrat should behave.8

Alexander III thought he would have more time to shape the tsare­vich, but he was struck down by nephritis at the relatively young age of forty-nine in 1894, and the throne was thrust on twenty-six-year-old Nicholas without warning. He spoke of his fears to his boyhood friend Grand Duke Aleksandr Mikhailovich (who had married Nicholas’s sister Ksenia and was known familiarly as Sandro), blurting out, “Sandro, what am I going to do? What is going to happen to me, to you, to Ksenia, to Alix [his soon-to-be wife], to mother, to all of Russia? I am not prepared to be a Czar. I never wanted to become one. I know nothing of the business of ruling. I have no idea of even how to talk to the ministers.”9 Being tsar was not the role he chose but rather an unwanted burden, “a heavy cross.”10 As historian Bernard Pares commented, “The tradition that a system of autocracy should produce a succession of autocrats is entirely fallacious.”11

Had Nicholas relinquished the duty of governing the state, leaving it to his capable advisers and busying himself with hobbies, Russia would have been much better off. He could have been a good constitutional monarch. Unfortunately for Russia, Nicholas had a stubborn sense of duty. He was possessed with a sense of mission to maintain the autocracy he had inherited from his father and bequeath it to his son. But he did not have his father’s charisma, willpower, strength, or towering figure, and he knew it. Unfortunately for the Romanov dynasty and the Russian Empire, the more aware Nicholas became of his own inadequacy, the more stubbornly he clung to his duty.

 

When Nicholas was young, he always bowed to the wishes of his domineering parents, with one exception: his romantic pursuit of Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt.

Princess Alix was a granddaughter of Queen Victoria of England. Her mother was Princess Alice, Queen Victoria’s second daughter, who was married to the grand duke of Hesse-Darmstadt. Born on May 25, 1872, from an early age she was surrounded by death. When Alix was two years old, her brother Friedrich (Frittie), who suffered from hemophilia, fell from a window and died of a brain hemorrhage. Grand Duchess Alice never got over Frittie’s death. Five years later, Alice’s children were stricken with diphtheria, and the illness claimed the life of Alix’s older sister. Soon the disease spread to Alice herself, and she died. Alix was six years old. She carried the grief all her life.12

Alix was Queen Victoria’s favorite granddaughter, and she spent many holidays and Christmases in England. Her native ­principality, Hesse-Darmstadt, was German, but it fought against Prussia in the Prussian-Austrian War, and she had no interest in Germany otherwise. What most distinguished her was her deep immersion in religion. Perhaps because of the many deaths that surrounded her, she sought the meaning of life in the Lutheran faith. This religious faith became, according to her biographer, “a protected fortress that no invader could penetrate.”13

Her relationship with Russia began when her older sister Elizabeth, or Ella as she was known in the family, married an uncle of Nicholas’s, Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich, and she traveled to Russia for Ella’s wedding. There in St. Petersburg, Nicholas and Alix met for the first time. He was sixteen years old and she was only twelve. She was nicknamed “Sunny,” for her brilliant eyes and shining smile, but she was extremely shy. “When a fit of it [shyness] came on her,” one of her biographers, E. M. Almedingen, notes, “it expressed itself in chilly manner, hooded eyes and a buttoned-up mouth.”14 The sixteen-year-old boy and the twelve-year-old girl fell in love—though they could not have known what lay ahead for them.

Marriages within royal families in Europe were always connected with state interests, and Nicholas’s parents saw no particular value in a marriage connecting Russia to an insignificant principality such as Hesse-Darmstadt. But in 1891, Nicholas told his father that he would not marry anyone except Princess Alix. Alexander III and Maria Fyodorovna suggested a marriage with a princess in Prussia or France. But Nicholas would have none of it. It is not hard to see why. Alix was a beautiful girl, well educated, serious, and highly religious. But Alix’s infatuation with Nicholas is hard to explain. His education was not distinguished, and he was not dazzlingly handsome, although he had beautiful, captivating blue eyes. But he was kind when she was lonely, and that seemed to matter a great deal. Queen Victoria was not keen on the possibility of the marriage of the two, either. But Alix, too, confessed that she would not marry anyone except “Nicky.”

Alexander III made some private inquiries about Alix in Darmstadt and England. Two of her qualities came to light: she was very intelligent but rather stubborn. In retrospect, the investigation was not thorough and did not mention anything about Alix’s being a possible carrier of hemophilia, despite the fact that there was abundant evidence that Queen Victoria’s offspring carried the disease.

In 1894, Alix’s older brother Ernest married his cousin in Coburg, Bavaria. Alix was there for the wedding when Nicholas arrived unexpectedly and proposed; Alix accepted. Princess Marie Louise, Alix’s cousin, was sitting in her room when Alix flew in, threw her arms around her cousin’s neck, and said, “I am going to marry Nicky!”15

Nicholas’s parents finally consented to the engagement, but an obstacle still remained. Conversion to Orthodoxy was a prerequisite to marrying the future Russian tsar. Alix was a deeply devout Lutheran and for a long time resisted the prospect of converting. Her sister Ella, who had converted to Orthodoxy when she married Grand Duke Sergei, attempted to persuade her, but Alix still resisted. When Tsar Alexander was dying, Alix came to visit her future father-in-law on his deathbed. Just before the tsar took his last breath, Alix finally consented to convert, removing the final obstacle to the marriage.

While she was happy with the preparations for the wedding, she was outraged by the sight of her future husband’s relatives treating her fiancé with contempt and indifference. She admonished her weak husband: “Be firm. . . . See that you are always the first to know . . . don’t let others be put first and you left out. You are your father’s son and must be told all and be asked about everything. Show your own mind and don’t let others forget who you are.”16 From that time on she took on the role of a domineering coach on the sidelines, encouraging and chastising her weak-willed husband to be strong and firm and to act like a true autocrat.

The wedding was scheduled to take place in St. Petersburg one week after Alexander III’s funeral. It was in the funeral procession that the new empress was introduced to the public for the first time. Alexandra rode alone in a coach, behind the rest of the family. As she passed, the silent crowd strained to see the future empress. Old women crossed themselves and murmured: “She has come to us behind a coffin.”17

One week later, the wedding took place. Since the country was still in mourning, there was no reception after the wedding, and no honeymoon. The wedding was arranged so suddenly that not even their living quarters were prepared for the newlyweds, and the couple had to make do with six cramped rooms of the dowager empress’s Anichkov Palace. Alexandra had to sit between her husband and her mother-in-law for every dinner and breakfast.18 Nevertheless, on their wedding night, Alexandra wrote in her husband’s diary: “At last united, bound for life, and when this life is ended, we meet again in the other world and remain together for eternity.”19 These words would prove prophetic.

Alix was shy, awkward, and too serious, so it did not take long for the new empress to be alienated from St. Petersburg high society, which approached the newcomer with disdain, contempt, and resentment. At one ball Alexandra spotted a young woman whose decolletage she considered too low. She dispatched a lady-in-waiting to tell the young woman, “In Hesse-Darmstadt, we don’t wear our dresses that way.” The young woman replied: “Pray tell Her Majesty that in Russia we do wear our dresses this way.”20

Ballet was performed on Sundays and Wednesdays at the Mariinsky Theater, where aristocratic patrons flocked to see the performance and socialize during the intermission. Alexandra rarely came to the theater, but on one of the rare occasions she attended, “not once did a smile break the immobile somberness of her expression,” and she left before the intermission. Meriel Buchanan, the British ambassador’s daughter, who witnessed the scene, wrote: “A little wave of resentment rippled over the theatre. Women glanced at each other and raised their shoulders expressively, men muttered despairingly below their breath.”21

Eschewing St. Petersburg society, Nicholas and Alexandra made the Alexander Palace in Tsarskoe Selo, twenty-six kilometers south of St. Petersburg, their permanent home. When they retreated to Tsarskoe Selo, the dinners, receptions, and balls sponsored by the imperial couple ceased.

Alienated from aristocratic society, Alexandra had only a few friends with whom she established close friendships. One exception was Anna Aleksandrovna Vyrubova, a daughter of the court chamberlain. Their relationship began when the empress took pity on the sick sixteen-year-old girl, “heavily built, with a round head, fleshy lips, limpid eyes devoid of expression . . . very devout but unintelligent.”22 Anna became fanatically devoted to the empress, serving as her confidant.23

Although Alexandra was unpopular among Nicholas’s relatives and the aristocratic circles, she would remain mostly unknown to the public until World War I.24 Unlike Nicholas, Alexandra was rarely the object of satirical caricatures during the revolution of 1905–1907, and even when Rasputin’s name came to figure prominently, the empress was not a major target of attacks but was merely criticized as his protector. It was only during World War I that Alexandra would become the target of vicious attacks from all quarters of society.

 

Nicholas’s coronation took place in Moscow in May 1896. After swearing an oath as emperor and autocrat of all the Russians, he crowned himself, then placed a crown on Alexandra’s head. Walking out, they greeted the thunderous crowd from the Red Stairway in the Kremlin.25 To Nicholas, the coro­nation was not merely a ceremony; it was a profoundly meaningful spiritual and religious experience. Autocracy was to him a sacred mission, and he had been anointed by God. To Alexandra, the coronation was the moment confirming that she had left behind Darmstadt and England and truly become a Russian empress, matushka (mother) of the Russian people.26

Their happy moment did not last long. After the coronation, thousands of common people came to Khodynka Field, on the outskirts of Moscow, where enameled cups with the imperial seal were to be given out as souvenirs and free beer was to be provided. A series of inept security measures adopted by the governor-general of Moscow, Nicholas’s uncle Grand Duke Sergei, resulted in a stampede in which thousands were trampled to death. Though Nicholas and Alexandra were shocked to hear the news of the tragedy, they allowed themselves to be persuaded by Uncles Sergei and Vladimir to attend a ball thrown by the French ambassador. The callousness of the imperial couple dancing while thousands lay dead in ditches shocked the public. Nicholas earned the nickname “Nicholas the Bloody.”27

One of the duties expected of Alexandra was to produce a son, a tsarevich, so that Nicholas could bequeath the throne he had inherited from his father to their son. Alexandra gave birth to children almost every two years after their marriage. The first daughter, Olga, was born in November 1895, followed by Tatiana in June 1897, Maria in May 1899, and Anastasia in June 1901, but, alas, no boy. Though each birth was a joy, the joy was intermingled with disappointment, as well as some jealousy of Nicholas’s sister Ksenia, who had six sons. This may explain how Alix became vulnerable to the influence of religious charlatans and mystics.

Alix was profoundly religious before she married Nicholas. Her religiosity was colored by the mysticism that was in vogue in Europe then. She espoused Orthodoxy with the fervent enthusiasm of the newly converted and carried the mysticism still further.28 Nicholas’s uncle Grand Duke Sergei, who was responsible for the Khodynka tragedy, and his wife, Elizabeth (Ella), Alexandra’s older sister from Hesse, had great influence on the imperial couple. Through Sergei and Ella, Nicholas and Alexandra became fully immersed in the cult of saints, divine images, and miracles.29 Their unfulfilled wish to have a son also accelerated this penchant. According to Alexandra’s confidant Anna Vyrubova: “They believed that prophecy, in the Biblical sense of the word, still existed in certain highly gifted and spiritually minded persons. They believed that it was possible outside the church and without the aid of regularly ordained bishops and priests to hold communion with God and His spirit.”30

Alexandra’s mysticism first led her to Philippe Nazier-Vachot of Lyon, a fraudulent occultist who claimed healing and other powers, including the ability to predict the sex of a fetus.31 He entered the empress’s orbit thanks to the two sisters of the reigning king of Montenegro, Princesses Militsa and Stana, known as the “Black Princesses,” who were deeply immersed in the occult, seances, and magic.32

The Black Princesses introduced Philippe of Lyon to the imperial couple in 1901, and Nicholas and Alexandra were immediately enraptured by the exotic charlatan. From March to July 1901, they met almost daily, calling Philippe “our friend.” Alongside seances and prayers, the occultist began to offer political advice that Nicholas and Alexandra were eager to hear. Philippe advised them to “resist any political reforms that would weaken the tsar’s autocratic power and told their majesties that a constitution would mean the ruin of both Russia and Nicholas himself.”33 He mistakenly predicted Alexandra’s pregnancy with a boy, with the warning that the news of her pregnancy should be kept secret, even from doctors.

Philippe’s meddling in the imperial family became a concern with the couple’s relatives and influential advisers. The dowager empress and Alexandra’s sister Ella warned about the danger of such an imposter frequenting the palace and giving illicit advice. Prince Vladimir Petrovich Meshchersky, an archconservative monarchist and the editor of the right-wing newspaper Grazhdanin [Citizen], warned Alexandra of the danger of associating with the French occultist. Alexandra replied: “I do not give anyone the right to talk about this, no one dares to touch on my private life.” Meshchersky reminded the empress that her spiritual world was not merely her private matter. Any association with this fraud would surely inflict damage to the prestige of the autocracy.34

Under pressure, Nicholas reluctantly agreed to banish Philippe of Lyon from Russia. Before he left, Philippe gave Alexandra dried flowers that he claimed had been touched by the hand of Christ, an icon, and a bell that would ring when anyone who was not her friend approached her. As he left, he told Alexandra: “Be calm, Your Majesty. Another friend will come and he will protect you when I am no longer here.”35

The couple’s interest in mysticism next led them to take an interest in Seraphim of Sarov (1754–1833), an ascetic monk who spent more than twenty years in a log cabin. He was famous for having spiritual visions, healing power, and the gift of prophecy. His fame spread widely, and pilgrims flocked to his grave. Nicholas and Alexandra campaigned for the canonization of Seraphim over the objections of the procurator of the Synod, Nicholas’s former tutor, Konstantin Pobedonostsev, who jealously guarded the organized church’s prerogatives and was reluctant to recognize someone outside the church as a saint. Alexandra interjected: “The Sovereign can do anything.”36 Nicholas and Alexandra made a pilgrimage to Sarov and actively participated in the canonization ceremony.

When Alexandra finally gave birth to her son, Aleksei, in July 1904, she firmly believed that it was due to the intercession of Seraphim.37 But this joyous moment gave way to a nightmare when the imperial couple discovered that the boy had inherited hemophilia.38 Fearing that the incurable disease would exclude their son from the succession, the imperial couple decided to keep it a secret.39 Unable to find a cure in medical science, Alexandra began to seek one in prayers and divine intervention, as she deepened her retreat into a private life with her children.

 

The family was close-knit. The four daughters called themselves “OTMA,” a team whose name was derived from the first letters of their names.40 Aside from the privileges and ceremonial functions they would have been obligated to perform, their life was ordinary, perhaps more ordinary than that of any other aristocratic family of the era. They dressed themselves and slept on hard camp beds. Olga and Tatiana shared a room, and Maria and Anastasia another.

Aleksei, the heir, was the center of the family. All the family members’ attention and care were focused on Aleksei. He was a spoiled and rambunctious kid, fond of doing daredevil stunts. To prevent accidents, two sailors from the imperial yacht Standard, Andrei Derevenko and Klimenty Nagornyi, served as his personal attendants and bodyguards.

According to his Swiss tutor, Pierre Gilliard, who had the most intimate opportunity to observe the boy beginning when he was nine and a half, Aleksei lacked discipline. The tutor found that his pupil displayed a “mute hostility, which at times reached a stage of open defiance.” Disagreeing with the boy’s personal physician, who advocated close supervision to avoid accidents that might lead to uncontrolled bleeding, Gilliard advised the imperial couple that the tsarevich should be free from constant supervision and thereby learn self-discipline. Surprisingly, Nicholas and even Alexandra agreed with this advice. Things went well for a while, but one day Aleksei was standing on a chair in the classroom when he slipped and bruised his knee. The boy could not walk the next day, and in the following days the swelling spread from the knee to the rest of the leg, causing excruciating pain. Nicholas and Alexandra uttered no word of reproach; on the contrary, they attempted to prevent the tutor from falling into self-recrimination and despair.41

Gilliard describes Alexandra’s tender loving care for Aleksei after this accident. She sat at his bedside day and night. The boy rested on his mother’s arm, groaning with pain and murmuring “Mommy.” Gilliard observed:

His mother kissed him on the hair, forehead, and eyes, as if the touch of her lips could have relieved his pain and restored some of the life which was leaving him. Think of the tortures of that mother, an impotent witness of her son’s martyrdom in those hours of mortal anguish—a mother who knew that she herself was the cause of the sufferings, that she had transmitted to him the terrible disease against which human science was powerless! Now I understand the secret tragedy of her life! How easy it was to reconstruct the stages of that long Calvary!42

No one whose child has teetered on the brink of death could avoid being moved by this scene. Like any parent in that situation, Alexandra must have longed to change places with her son and bear the child’s pain herself. And Alexandra knew that modern science had no cure for Aleksei’s hemophilia. Who could blame her for seeking salvation in prayers and miracles?

The problem was that Alexandra was not an ordinary mother. She was the empress and Nicholas the emperor of one of the great powers in the world. Aleksei’s health was not merely a family matter but a concern of the state and the empire as a whole. Hemophilia in European royal families was not necessarily a closely kept secret, but it was “a highly delicate matter rarely discussed in royal circles.”43 Queen Victoria was a carrier of the gene for hemophilia and passed on the trait to several of her children. Victoria’s son Leopold died of this disease. As noted earlier, Alix’s own brother Frittie died of complications of hemophilia at the age of three. King Alfonso XIII of Spain, who married another of Queen Victoria’s granddaughters, Victoria Eugenie of Battenberg, had four sons, two of whom were born




[image: A family tree showing the genealogy of the Romanovs starting from Nicholas I and Charlotte of Prussia (who reigned from 1825-1855), and ending with the five children of Nicholas II and Aleksandra Fyodorovna (who reigned from 1894-1917): Olga, Tatiana, Maria, Anastasia and Alexei.]
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