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    Introduction



    
    
    Just what was so terrible about Ivan the Terrible? Most of us are familiar
    with this infamous nickname, but most fall short of being able to describe
    how he received such an ominous moniker. Maybe you’ve heard the stories of
    how Ivan allegedly killed his own son, poisoned his wives, and waged war on
    his neighbors, but these anecdotes are just minor details in the scheme of
    this man’s complicated life.



    Yes, relatively speaking, Ivan was cruel and terrible, but he lived in
    cruel and terrible times, and his imperiled Russia faced threats on every
    side. Just 100 years prior to his strong-armed reign, the Islamic Ottoman
    Empire had decimated Russia’s one-time powerful ally to the south, the
    Byzantine Empire.



    Previously bolstered by their shared Orthodox Christian faith with the
    Byzantines, after the fall of the Byzantine capital of Constantinople to
    Turkish Muslims, the Russians considered themselves the direct inheritors
    of their tradition. And Ivan the Terrible, who became the first tsar
    (Russian for Caesar), considered himself the rightful heir to the Byzantine
    imperial throne.



    
        Ivan IV, otherwise known as Ivan the Terrible, was born with a heavy
        burden on his shoulders. He was thrust into the seat of what the
        Russians considered the Third Rome, granting him all the rights and
        privileges of the official steward of Orthodox Christian civilization
        in the east. In order to hold on to that right, he did indeed do some
        pretty terrible things.
    



Chapter One



    Ivan, the Neglected Orphan



    “Common sense is the most fairly distributed thing in the world, for each
    one thinks he is so well endowed with it that even those who are hardest to
    satisfy in all other matters are not in the habit of desiring more of it
    than they already have.”



    —Rene Descartes



    Ivan was only three years old when he was proclaimed the Grand Prince of
    Moscow shortly after his father had passed away from a deadly abscess that
    had led to severe blood poisoning. Elena Glinskaya, Ivan’s mother, would
    then attempt to pick up the pieces and steer the youth toward his future
    kingship. But she would fall prey to an untimely death in 1538 at the
    premature age of 28.



    After the passing of Ivan’s father, the noble classes of Moscow had raised
    many questions when it came to the right of succession. It is widely
    believed that Ivan’s mother may have been poisoned by these plotters and
    conspirators to the throne. With the demise of his young mother, the then
    eight-year-old Ivan was left in the care of various courtiers and regents
    who vied for power.



    These were hard times for the young Ivan, and he later recalled just how
    poorly he was treated at the hands of his custodians. He would claim that
    even though he was a prince with royal blood in his veins, he was often
    severely neglected. He would be trotted out for official state dinners only
    to be locked in his room afterward. Ivan often pounded on the door in order
    to be heard and cared for, but his cries were ignored.



    In reflection upon those sad days of neglect and confinement, Ivan is
    quoted to have said, “What sufferings did I not endure through lack of
    clothing and through hunger?” This hardship would finally begin to abate on
    January 16, 1547, however, when Ivan was officially crowned with the title
    of Tsar of All Russians.



    Just a couple weeks after this ceremony of state, the 16-year-old Ivan
    engaged in a much more personal ceremony of matrimony with the beautiful
    Anastasia Romanovna, from which the last Russian royal family, the
    Romanovs, would derive their name. Ivan married her on February 3, 1547.



    The next few months Ivan would, by and large, be happier than he had ever
    been in his mostly tragic life, but on June 24, 1547, that happiness would
    abruptly end, and disaster would strike. A major fire erupted right in the
    heart of Moscow, and since the city’s infrastructure at that time consisted
    mainly of wood, the conflagration was nearly impossible to put out.



    The devastation upon the citizenry was inconceivable; as many as 80,000
    people lost their homes, and over 2,000 people died. Soon enough, in the
    aftermath of their despair, Ivan became the convenient scapegoat for their
    misery. There was even a rumor that had been spread among the superstitious
    populace that Ivan’s grandmother Anna Glinskaya had committed witchcraft
    and cursed the ground on which the fire had erupted.



    There is, of course, no evidence of any such wild claims, but the angry
    mobs that besieged the young tsar were not looking for evidence, they were
    looking for vengeance for their suffering. And in a village just outside of
    Moscow where Ivan had been placed into hiding for his own safety, the angry
    mob caught up with him, and were fully prepared to make Ivan suffer the
    ultimate price for their losses.



    For Ivan, the eruption of a spontaneous mob against him was completely
    unexpected, and he had no idea of what to do to circumvent the angry masses
    before him. He was very nearly torn limb from limb by the rabble when an
    eccentric priest named Sylvester intervened on his behalf.



    With the flair of a biblical prophet, the hardened priest reasoned with the
    crowd, preaching to them that if it was the sins of the tsar that had
    caused the fire, like any good Christian he should be allowed to seek
    redemption and forgiveness. He then brought Ivan in front of them, and
    falling to his knees with tears streaming down his face, Ivan pleaded for
    mercy from his subjects.



    To witness their king groveling before them and honestly asking for their
    forgiveness was the last thing that the people had expected to see. They
    expected to see a villainous tyrant, someone that they could vent their
    rage upon. But the 16-year-old Ivan was still far from the terrible persona
    that he would one day embody.



    Seeing the frightened and weeping teenager before them, the anger of the
    mob soon completely subsided as the crowd slowly dispersed. Ivan was
    immensely relieved that the priest had diffused the situation, and most
    likely saved his life. Ivan had faced his first major trial, quite
    literally a trial by fire, and he had survived.



    With his official and personal legacy intact, Ivan set about reforming his
    nation. He made revisions in the legal code and began to rebuild and
    modernize the long-left derelict Russian military. Ivan created a whole new
    system of service for enlisted men, making sure that soldiers were all
    recruited and trained by the state, with all of their payment coming
    directly from the state treasury.



    Ivan was eager to consolidate and centralize his power base, and in 1549 he
    spearheaded the Council of Reconciliation in order to attempt to unite
    Russian governance further and heal some of the fractures and schisms that
    had developed during administrations before his kingship. Here he met with
    nobles, clergy, merchants, and government officials alike, all in an effort
    to solve some of the more glaring grievances each of these groups had had
    with previous leaderships of the Russian state.



    Ivan felt that airing out these differences would be the best footing on
    which his new administration of government should proceed. As the name of
    the council might imply, Ivan viewed this meeting as an attempt to assuage
    old wounds, and in true Christian fashion have Russia’s many actors seek
    redemption and ask for forgiveness from one another.



    As such efforts would seem to indicate, it is said that, at least in the
    beginning of his leadership, Ivan was a very moralistic and even pious
    young man. The shadow he cast in the very beginning of his rule proved to
    stand in sharp contrast with the harsh and belligerently unreasonable
    visage that he would become known for. But soon events would transpire in
    Ivan’s reign that would provoke him to show the world just how terrible he
    could be.



Chapter Two



    Ivan’s Liberation of Slaves



    “I will not see the destruction of the Christian converts who are loyal to
    me, and to my last breath I will fight for the Orthodox faith.”



    —Ivan the Terrible



    It was on June 16, 1552, that Ivan launched 150,000 Russian troops on a
    crash course invasion towards the former Khanate of Kazan to the east.
    Kazan was one of the last remnants of a Mongolian Empire to which all of
    Russia had at one time been subject. It was Ivan’s grandfather who managed
    to free Russia from the heavy hand of the Mongol horde.



    His grandson was now overseeing the delivery of the final blow, by removing
    the last remnant of that Mongol legacy from Russian soil. The residents of
    Kazan were not Mongols themselves, but rather a Turkic Muslim people called
    the Tartars who had long ago been assimilated and made part of the
    Mongolian Empire.



    Kazan was a walled fortress of a city set upon a hill and surrounded by a
    moat. To defeat such impressive fortifications, Ivan had his artillery
    troops discharge cannon blasts at the fortress barricades. Ivan’s gunners
    fired round after round, but they didn’t seem to have much effect.



    The next calamity to befall them was a bout of torrential rain that seemed
    to emerge out of nowhere. The Russians soon attributed this bad luck to a
    curse that the Tartars must have placed on the battlefield. In order to
    circumvent this affliction, Ivan’s men brought a holy relic of their own to
    the front lines.



    Raising it up high for everyone to see, they presented to their enemies a
    wooden cross with a piece of the supposed “true cross” superimposed on the
    front of it. For centuries, legends regarding the whereabouts of fragments
    from the “true cross” on which Christ was crucified were quite abundant.
    Whether authentic or not, the Russian army had its fair share of purported
    holy relics.



    They placed this supposed holy relic in front of their enemies to cast away
    the previous bad luck that they had been given. You can call it sheer
    coincidence if you like, but it is alleged that the rainy weather
    immediately ceased as soon as this cross was brought to the battlefield.
    Now with the skies clear and the sun shining on them, the Russians resumed
    their assault on the Tartars.



    The fighting grew fierce, and as a result of the continued combat, the
    Russians soon had a lot of enemy combatants on their hands. They would have
    so many prisoners that they wouldn’t quite know what to do with them, that
    is until one of the commanders had the idea of lashing them to tall stakes
    and waving the captured men in the face of the enemy, over their opponent’s
    city walls.



    The cries of these brutally showcased prisoners of war were meant to
    intimidate the captives’ comrades into surrendering. But instead of
    immediately admitting defeat, the Tartars began firing on their countrymen,
    having their bowmen deliver fatal arrows to their person in order to put
    them out of their misery.



    The Tartars proved unwilling to surrender and held their city defenses
    tenaciously until Russian engineers finally managed to breach the walls of
    the city. They did this through tunneling right under the fortifications
    and planting explosives beneath them. Several holes were blown through the
    city’s walls in this manner.



    The defenders of Kazan were then finally forced to surrender on October 2,
    1552, after most of the city infrastructure was burned down, and a large
    part of the population was put to the sword. Besides this carnage, 100,000
    Russians who had been enslaved and held prisoner by previous Kazan raids
    were freed, a move that was sure to enshrine Ivan as a hero in the minds of
    common Russians back home.



    For those who were suffering under the yoke of Tartar oppression, Ivan
    wasn’t terrible in the least. He was a true liberator. His military
    campaign had broken up one of the largest human trafficking rings in
    history, shutting down the Muslim slave markets that had been operating up
    and down the Volga river at the expense of captured and exploited Russians
    for centuries.



    It had become a routine occurrence for several villages in proximity to the
    Volga’s river banks to fall prey to this inhumane practice. To give
    perspective on how bad the slave trade along the Volga was, the word slave
    is said to have come from the Slavic or Slav ethnic groups of the
    territories in Russia, Ukraine, and Poland that were so frequently raided
    by these human traffickers.



    Men from these regions were taken for forced labor while Slavic women were
    commonly snatched


