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INTRODUCTION

Tsar Nicholas II is a controversial figure in twentieth-century history. Admirers defend him as a loving husband and father who did his best for Russia against the tide of malignant revolutionaries who dethroned him in the February 1917 Revolution and murdered him and his family in the following year. Detractors provide a very different account; for them, he was a stubborn, reactionary tyrant whose actions destabilized the country and destroyed opportunities to avoid the catastrophe of later decades. In my opinion, it is wrong to prefer one image to the other. The truth is that he was both things at the same time, a complex, contradictory man and ruler.

I have set out in this book to look at Nicholas in the sixteen months after his fall from power. Throughout that period, he was under detention in Tsarskoe Selo, Tobolsk and finally Ekaterinburg, with little hope of release. He had seldom spoken his mind to ministers and had been notorious for saying one thing and doing another. After his enforced abdication, however, he lost the incentive to give a misleading impression except in so far as he tried to alleviate the worries of his wife and children while they were all under arrest. Parts of this story have been told many times, usually with a justified emphasis on the family’s gruesome execution in a Urals cellar in July 1918 and often with less than justified claims that one or more members escaped the scene of butchery. I have come to think that parts of the English-speaking literary world have an almost sociopathic readiness to believe that a wellarmed and disciplined communist firing squad in a closed cellar was capable of such staggering incompetence. Nevertheless, the evidence, much of which has long been available, ought to be subjected to conscientious examination, and I shall endeavour to do so here.

In 1917 there was much discussion about sending Nicholas to safe exile in the United Kingdom. But even if his cousin George V had not overruled the idea, how realistic would it have been in the light of contemporary political obstacles in Russia? And what of the persisting mysteries of Nicholas’s troubled last journey, from Tobolsk to Ekaterinburg, in April 1918?

Although the deaths of Nicholas and his family on 17 July 1918 certainly require a fresh look in the light of old and new documentation, the previous months also call for attention. In confinement, Nicholas had the time to reflect on his period of rule since 1894. Even so, it is surprising how seldom his diary and recorded conversations have been employed to shine a light on his thinking. In addition to what he wrote for himself and said to others there is a source that has habitually been overlooked, namely the long list of literary and historical works that Nicholas read as he whiled away the period of enforced inactivity. Throughout his lifetime there was dispute about his political purposes, and his choice of books provides us with a mirror of his private meditations. Taken together, his diary, oral comments and reading material in the sixteen months before his death offer a unique chance to examine whether he had any regrets about his decisions in power. They tell us exactly what kind of ruler he had wanted to be, and they allow us to discover whether, as some have alleged, he was truly a convinced autocrat and rabid anti-Semite who made political concessions only under duress.

They can also illuminate Nicholas’s thoughts on the revolutionary situation in 1917–1918 and on his vision of the prospects for Russia. He was trying to make sense of circumstances that were out of his control and subject to unpredictable change. Outside his entourage, there were three individuals with whom he exchanged ideas. One was Alexander Kerensky, who was responsible for his care on behalf of the Provisional Government that ruled between the February and October Revolutions of 1917. But two other persons had more intimate discussions with the former tsar that have yet to be chronicled. These were Vasili Pankratov and Vasili Yakovlev. Pankratov was a Socialist-Revolutionary, Yakovlev a Bolshevik, and they were successive officials in charge of the detention of the Romanov family in Tobolsk. Did their conversations with the former emperor of all Russia make any dent in the barrel of his assumptions?

The book will also highlight the political, economic and social environment around the Romanovs’ places of detention. This, too, is a topic that has been only lightly treated in the historical literature. The Bolsheviks in Tobolsk and Ekaterinburg had their own opinions about how to handle the Romanov question, and relations between them and the Soviet government were subject to strains. Tobolsk was a town that was overrun by Red Guards from other areas who sought to correct what they regarded as Lenin’s failure to hold the family securely; Ekaterinburg had a Bolshevik leadership including several who were willing to kill Nicholas with or without approval by Lenin.

The ultimate decision was to execute not only the former tsar but also all the members of his family in Soviet custody. Russian investigators since the 1990s have immensely expanded the documentary base for an inquiry into who gave the orders and why. I hope to bring these sources together with those I have found in Moscow and California to pinpoint exactly why the murders took place when, where and how they did. The cable traffic between Moscow and Ekaterinburg has often been examined, but it is not enough in itself to explain what happened, and I aim to look at the whole military and security situation in both Ekaterinburg and – just as important – Moscow in the weeks immediately preceding the executions. Moscow’s relations with Berlin are also a factor that needs to be taken into account. Only then, I believe, can the degree of Lenin’s likely involvement be ascertained – the part that he played has been a matter of intense controversy and speculation in Russia in the past three decades. Such are the questions underpinning this book.

The research for it began when I stumbled upon some exceptional documentation concerning the last months of Nicholas II. In summer 2013 I was burrowing in the Hoover Institution Archives, as has been my habit for several years now, when deputy archivist Linda Bernard asked whether I might be interested in the Romanov items in the archives safe. These included the Nicholas II abdication papers. Next year Lora Soroka, who administers the Russian Archives Project, mentioned some recently catalogued papers – the Agnes M. Diterikhs collection – from the anti-Bolshevik inquiry of 1918–1920 into the killing of the Romanovs. At that point I discovered that Hoover also had a box of documents that once were dubbed ‘the file on the Tsar’ – the basis for the long-unchallenged suggestion that one or more of Nicholas’s family escaped from Ekaterinburg, which is the exact opposite of what the documents reveal. While these sources constitute the spine of my researches, I have also uncovered copious fresh material about other Romanov family members.

Nicholas’s thoughts and experiences after the February 1917 Revolution have much to tell us about what happened to Russia in the first two decades of the twentieth century. In the last sixteen months of his life, this modest, inadequate, rigid ex-ruler suffered personal tragedy in a country he had played no small part in bringing to catastrophe. He was spared knowledge of the worst stages of the mass terror that followed only because he was executed in the first year of the October Revolution. But for him, what he did know of, even from behind the closed doors of his places of imprisonment, was already quite enough.


1. TSAR OF ALL RUSSIA

In 1916 a grand ceremony took place in wartime Irkutsk, the great Siberian city south of Lake Baikal, at a time when the Great War was exacting its dreadful toll in lives on the Eastern and Western Fronts in Europe. The purpose was to raise morale in that out-flung region of the Russian Empire. It had been twenty-five years since Nicholas II had visited Siberia when he was still only heir to the throne of the Romanovs and was finishing a global tour that had taken in Vienna, Trieste, Greece, Egypt, India, China and Japan.1 To commemorate that visit, Governor-General Alexander Pilts gave a keynote speech to the Siberian dignitaries in which he commended the bravery of the imperial forces: ‘At a recent audience with our Sovereign Emperor, he kindly told me: “As soon as the war is over, I’ll gather my family and come as your guest to Irkutsk.”’ The audience greeted the announcement with a loud hurrah. It was a remarkable fact that no ruling emperor had come to Siberia since its conquest by Russian traders and troops around the end of the sixteenth century. Siberians high and low felt unloved and neglected, and loyal inhabitants looked forward to a visit by Tsar Nicholas and his family.2

No one could know that, in less than a year, he would be returning to Siberia not as the ruling Tsar of All Russia but under arrest as Citizen Romanov. He who had dispatched thousands of political prisoners to Siberian forced labour, imprisonment or exile would himself be transported to detention in Tobolsk. Thrown down from power in the February 1917 Revolution, he and his family would be held under strict surveillance in the little west Siberian town that, by a twist of fate, possessed one of the empire’s largest prisons, although the Romanovs were spared the unpleasantness of being locked up inside its walls and were instead confined to the provincial governor’s residence. The Bolsheviks overturned the Provisional Government in the October 1917 Revolution and after a few months transferred the imperial family to Ekaterinburg, their power base in the Urals, while they considered what to do with them. In July 1918 the decision was made to kill them all. Taken down into a cellar, they were summarily shot along with their doctor, their servants and one of their pet dogs.

A short, slight man, Nicholas had succeeded his huge bear of a father, Alexander III, in 1894. Nicholas had inherited a pale complexion from his Danish mother Maria Fëdorovna (née Dagmar) and lost his summer ruddiness as autumn drew on.3 He engaged in few recreations except hunting in the winter and shooting pheasants in the autumn, but felt it right to drop these pursuits in wartime.4

There was an ascetic aspect in Nicholas’s character, and even on winter nights he left the window open. He loved the fresh air in any season and spent at least two hours in daily exercise out of doors – four if he had the chance.5 He thought nothing of striding from his palaces without an overcoat on the coldest December day. The emperor, mild of manner, was tough as old boots.6 He was indifferent to luxury. When in civilian dress, he wore the same suit he had used since his bachelor days. His trousers were on the scruffy side and his boots were dilapidated. For food, he favoured simple Russian dishes like beetroot soup, cabbage soup or porridge – European-style refined cuisine was not to his liking. He was no drinker, and when champagne was put before him at banquets he just took a few sips as a token of conviviality; he handed bottles from the Alexander Palace wine cellar to his guard commander with the comment: ‘You know, I don’t drink it.’ One witness claimed that at dinner with the family, he usually took a glass of aged slivovitz followed by one of madeira. Although others mentioned different beverages, all agreed that he was unusually restrained in the amount that he quaffed.7

Tradition was important for him. Among his ancestors, he disapproved of Peter the Great as having broken the natural course of Russian historical development. He disliked Russia’s capital, St Petersburg, because he believed it out of joint with the customs of old Muscovy. To Nicholas’s way of thinking, the city had been founded on ‘dreams alone’.8 The Russian heritage from the centuries before the reign of Tsar Peter appealed to him. With this in mind, he frequently wore a long red shirt. He ordered his entourage to refrain from using words of foreign origin and scored them out of reports that came to him from ministers and generals. He even considered a project to change official court dress to something more like what people had worn in the reign of Emperor Alexei, the founder of the Romanov dynasty in the early seventeenth century.9 He thought of himself as a quintessential Russian. He adored the music of Tchaikovsky.10 After a concert in Livadia by the singer Nadezhda Plevitskaya, he effused: ‘I always had the thought that nobody could be more Russian than I. Your singing has shown me to be wrong. I’m grateful to you from the bottom of my heart for this feeling.’11

Though Nicholas was a devout Christian, he abhorred long church services and having to get down on his knees.12 His faith was grounded in ideas that even some in his entourage regarded as being no better than superstitions – his favour for the self-styled ‘holy man’ Grigori Rasputin, whose drunken binges and serial promiscuity became a public scandal, was taken as proof of his eccentricity. Nikolai Bazili, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs official at the high command HQ, was to recount: ‘He was born on the saint’s day of Job and believed that fate condemned him for this. He thought that he had to pay for his ancestors whose task had been so much easier.’13

Although few people feared him, Nicholas inspired respect and had a ‘presence’ that discouraged anyone from contradicting him.14 Sydney Gibbes, who tutored his children, gave this description: ‘He was usually rather dignified and reserved, though he unbent in a charming way with those whom he liked and trusted. Though not more than middle height, he looked every inch an Emperor. His tastes were simple, just those of a country gentleman. He abhorred intrigues and all kinds of pretence and insincerity.’15 Certainly, the tsar listened attentively to each of his leading ministers and had an aversion to open disagreement. But Gibbes was a doe-eyed admirer. In fact, Nicholas was downright duplicitous in the way that he left people with the impression that he concurred with their advice. He thus disappointed many of them when he went on to do the exact opposite of what he had appeared to promise. He had been tsar for over two decades and had outlasted all his ministers. Longevity in power had given him an unwarranted confidence in his own judgement. He aimed to appoint obedient public figures to head the Council of Ministers, and when one of them, Pëtr Stolypin, showed signs of independent conservative opinions, he ceased to trust him – Stolypin had known that his political star was on the wane for years before he was assassinated in 1911. Tension between emperor and prime minister was recurrent, and Nicholas got rid of those who refused to toe the line.

At his coronation in 1896 he swore an oath to maintain his autocratic powers and urged critics to abandon any ‘senseless dreams’ of democratization. As a boy he had been tutored by the arch-conservative Konstantin Pobedonostsev, under whose guidance he imbibed the principles of absolutism, dynasty, military greatness and the official religious tradition. From this he had never seriously diverged.

Revolutionary tumult had nearly overwhelmed the Russian Empire in 1905 when almost all classes of society, from top to bottom, clamoured for change. Workers went on strike and, guided by revolutionary militants, elected their own councils (‘soviets’) in defence of their interests. Many peasants took to violent action against gentry landlords. Poles, Georgians and others in the imperial borderlands rose up in revolt. There were mutinies in the Black Sea fleet and among soldiers returning from defeat in the continuing war with Japan in the Far East. In October 1905, Nicholas issued a manifesto promising fundamental reforms. Next year, a State Duma was elected with his consent and under terms that involved the legalization of political parties and the relaxation of censorship restrictions. But when the Duma refused to support his policies, he and Stolypin redrafted the electoral rules so as to produce a less recalcitrant body of representatives. When even this coup against the movement for democracy in Russia failed to quell dissenting voices in the Duma, Nicholas got used to ruling in the teeth of continuing criticism.

His actions were those of a ruler who always thought he was right. He dealt with public disparagement by cocooning himself in the warmth of his family. His wife, Alexandra, born Princess Alix of Hesse and brought up in England at the court of her grandmother Queen Victoria, sustained his inclination to rule without consulting the popular will. Theirs was a close partnership based on shared values and a strong sexual attraction.16 Alexandra strengthened his determination to manage without advice whenever the advice appeared to damage his personal authority and status. She counselled severity towards those who withheld support from him: ‘Be Peter the Great, John [i.e. Ivan] the Terrible, Emperor Paul – crush them all under you.’17 Several members of the extended Romanov family were horrified by his reluctance to compromise, and his own mother thought that Alexandra exerted an undue and malign influence in this direction. Rasputin was just one of the individuals whom polite, educated society felt that he ought to reject from his court. But Nicholas went his own way, and it was noticed that vehement critics of the boisterous ‘holy man’ were likely to be removed from the imperial entourage.18 Count Vladimir Frederikhs, the elderly court minister who had served both Alexander II and Alexander III, was one of the few who got away with it, albeit also with a curt instruction not to interfere in politics: ‘This,’ said Nicholas, ‘is my business.’19 The fact that the Russian Orthodox Church hierarchy took against Rasputin did not bother the emperor, who was drawn towards folk traditions of religiosity. Rasputin in his eyes epitomized the nation’s essential wisdom and goodness.

Nicholas was a devout Christian as well as a military patriot who revered the Russian Army and wanted to leave Russia mightier and more prosperous than when he came to the throne. His nationalism had been with him since childhood. He had a lifelong contempt for Germans, even though he had married one.20 He also shared his father’s hatred of Jews, whom he accused of seeking to dissolve the bonds that bound ordinary Russians together. Nicholas believed that dark Jewish forces had been behind the revolutionary tumult of 1905–1906, and when reactionary nationalist organizations were formed he gave them his endorsement. The chairman of the Council of Ministers, Stolypin, was aghast at how the Union of the Russian People and the similarly named Union of Russian People fomented disorder with their pogroms in the western borderlands.21

Despite assuring Stolypin of his support, Nicholas refused to accept the judicial verdicts against those charged with violent excesses. The Unions were forerunners of mid-century fascism. Nicholas was happy to accept a membership card from the Union of Russian People, declaring: ‘The burden of power placed on Me in the Moscow Kremlin I will bear Myself, and I am certain that the Russian people will help Me. I will be accountable for My authority before God.’22 Alexandra sustained his inclination, thinking that such organizations contained her husband’s ‘healthy, right-thinking, devoted subjects’. ‘Their voice,’ she assured him, ‘is Russia’s and not society or the Duma’s.’23 Nicholas was not the sole monarch of his day to have crude political inclinations and an ignorant, opinionated wife. Nor was he unusual in having a poor acquaintance with his nation’s high culture. Nicholas shunned intellectuals and drew confidence from the belief that he had a sound understanding of the Russian people. When meeting peasants on his frequent pilgrimages to religious sites, he felt sure that if only they could be kept insulated from pernicious alien propaganda, all would be well for Russia. It did not occur to him that the Russian peasantry might hold genuine grievances against the system of power that his ancestors had imposed. He lived and breathed complacent extreme conservatism.

Nonetheless, he was more complicated than he seemed. Despite his contempt for elections and for most of the Duma’s politicians, he had no personal obsession with absolute power – in this matter he was more liberal in his ideas than the wife he adored. He explained this to his offspring’s tutor, Pierre Gilliard: ‘I swore at my accession to guard intact the form of government that I received from my father and to hand it on as such to my successor. Nothing can relieve me of my oath; my successor alone will be able to modify it at his accession.’24 This was not a passing idea. Before the Great War he had told Sophia Buxhoeveden: ‘Alexei won’t be bound. He’ll repeal what’s unnecessary. I’m preparing the way for him.’25

But while he was emperor, he fulfilled his coronation oath as best he could. Beneath his soft exterior there lay a stubborn, hard kernel. Whether they were loyal subjects or active revolutionaries, people saw only inflexibility in him. Loyalists admired him as a strong tsar who confronted those who were working against the empire’s finest traditions, and they had celebrated the tercentenary of the Romanov dynasty with gusto. Revolutionaries saw him as Nicholas the Bloody or Hangman Nicholas. Between these two poles of opinion there were millions of subjects who wanted change but feared the turmoil that revolution was likely to unleash. The experience of disturbance and revolt in 1905–1906 had intimidated many into political passivity. At the same time there was a widespread feeling that things could simply not continue as they were. The educated strata of the empire felt embarrassment about Russia in comparison with the world’s other great powers – and Nicholas was held to blame for his insistence on conserving the maximum of personal power and responsibility. It was a toxic situation long before the outbreak of the Great War in 1914.


2. AT GHQ

From 1915, when the Eastern Front was stabilized, the Russian armed forces established their general headquarters, known as Stavka, in nearby Mogilëv. Standing on the left bank of the Dnieper, the town had for decades been linked with Kiev by river steamers, and there was a railway station lying a mile to the south-east. But commercial traffic remained at a low pitch even in peacetime conditions. Mogilëv was a place where little happened in daytime, far less in the evenings. Despite being a provincial capital, it was irrefutably dingy. Although most of the 50,000 inhabitants were Russians, there had long been a substantial Jewish minority.1 Life went on just as it had done for centuries. The nearest thing in Mogilëv to a modern transport system was its four horse-drawn trams. The Hotel Bristol served wine but no vodka after the inception of a ‘dry law’ in 1914 that was scheduled to last until the war came to an end. Still, though, the town had a problem with hooligans. The tsar’s presence did little to enhance the capacity of police and army to maintain law and order. Russia in peacetime was always ructious. In time of war it was becoming less and less governable.2

At ten o’clock every morning Nicholas walked from Governor’s House, a two-storeyed, nineteenth-century building, to the military quartermaster’s offices and received the day’s oral report from Chief of the General Staff Mikhail Alexeev. Once Alexeev had explained the latest plans, Nicholas returned to Governor’s House and busied himself with his correspondence from ministers in Petrograd (as St Petersburg had been renamed to make it sound less Germanic) or with visits from foreign attachés.3

At midday Nicholas would enter the dining hall to greet the two dozen selected officers who had received a card stating: ‘You are invited to His Majesty’s breakfast tomorrow.’ Nicholas with a smile shook hands with each of his guests and, with Alexeev at his right hand, listened to their thoughts about news from the front. Two simple courses were served, and Nicholas hung around afterwards to talk to individuals he had picked out. There followed a break of one or two hours. This was a time when Nicholas usually took a stroll with a member of his retinue while the general staff’s personnel returned to work. Supper began at six o’clock and Nicholas again presided. When the courses were finished, he would announce: ‘Gentlemen, permission to smoke.’ He himself had set a fashion for using a cigarette-holder. More often than not he stubbed out his first cigarette – a sign of nervousness because he immediately lit up and smoked a second. Every evening there was a film or musical show, which Nicholas attended together with his son. A military band struck up the Preobrazhenski march as the emperor took his place in the governor’s box and made courteous conversation with the wives of Stavka personnel.4

Although Nicholas enjoyed his time with the men of his armed forces, he had to stay abreast of state affairs in the rest of the country. Apart from military matters, he had always been preoccupied with foreign policy and exerted personal control over decisions of prime importance. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the capital kept him regularly informed about Russia’s changing situation in international relations. Nicholas also expected his Council of Ministers chairman and his Minister of Internal Affairs to apprise him of news affecting political security.

On other matters, he followed rather than led policy. Pëtr Stolypin had persuaded him that if revolutionary disturbances were not going to be repeated, there had to be a new agrarian policy to foster the emergence of a class of yeoman farmers. Stolypin argued that the communal traditions of Russian peasants subsumed individual responsibility. He also emphasized Russian national pride at the expense of the other peoples of the empire – and the two men were at one about this even though Nicholas himself took no initiative. On other items of governmental business he was even less active. The prewar years were a period when industry was recovering from the near-revolution of 1905–1906. Nicholas left the process of oversight to ministers, dutifully reading reports but contributing little to the discussions. After the Great War’s outbreak it soon became obvious that Russia badly needed to improve the coordination of manufacturing output. This led to the creation of so-called war-industry committees involving both industrialists and their workforces. The result was a public debate noisier than the autocrat in Nicholas would have wished, but he went along with it. In truth, he had no other option if he wanted victory on the Eastern Front.

He did, though, sense that he was losing his grip on politics in Petrograd. The empress kept him informed as best she could, drawing his attention to what she saw as nefarious speeches and activities in the Duma. He reserved the most powerful ministries for individuals of dependable loyalty. At the outbreak of hostilities he had saddled himself with the aged, incompetent Ivan Goremykin, who was all too aware that he failed to understand the requirements of modern governance. In 1916 Goremykin successfully pleaded to be released into retirement and Nicholas replaced him with the uninspiring younger bureaucrat Boris Shturmer, only to get rid of him in favour of the no more dynamic Alexander Trepov. This carousel of appointments and sackings from top to bottom in the Council of Ministers brought disruption to civil administration, and Nicholas was made aware of the growing difficulties it produced in securing food supplies to the towns and the armed forces. There was also increasing disarray in industrial output. Nicholas overruled those who said that his next council chairman should be a man whom the Duma leaders could trust. Instead he appointed Prince Nikolai Golitsyn, who was no more eager to take the post than Goremykin had been.

It never occurred to Nicholas that something must be awfully wrong if there was no longer anyone who wanted to head the government for him. Debates in the Duma teetered on the verge of overt criticism of him. Liberal leader Pavel Milyukov was determined to secure the creation of a cabinet that he and his political allies could choose, and when attacking the chaos and corruption at the apex of power in November 1916, asked repeatedly: ‘Is this stupidity or is it treason?’5 Nicholas took scant notice. His interest remained with the armed forces, and he spoke sadly to the commanders at GHQ at the moments of failure in military operations. He wanted them to know that he was as committed to crushing the Germans as they were. When he heard of the growing difficulty in getting supplies to the front, he said: ‘I can’t get to sleep at all at night when I think that the army could be starving.’ People noticed ‘his sad eyes and gloomy, agitated face’.6

The war years weighed him down so much that he became almost emaciated in appearance. His wife’s confidante Baroness Sophie Buxhoeveden wondered whether he had problems with his kidneys. When she put the question to Dr Evgeni Botkin, he confided: ‘His heart isn’t in order. I’m giving His Majesty iodine, but that’s between you and me.’7

Defeats at the front in 1915 had depressed him as German armies rampaged over Russia’s Polish territory, but in summer 1916 the Russians at last registered a substantial victory in the Austro-Hungarian sector of the front when General Alexei Brusilov experimented with the use of formations of shock troops. Brusilov’s success compelled the Germans to redeploy forces from the Western Front and Russia no longer appeared one of the weakest of the Allies. Nicholas felt encouraged. He always wanted to do whatever he could to assist the war effort, and his pleasure in the company of soldiers who were putting their lives at risk was unmistakable. Nobody at Stavka was in any doubt about his fundamental sincerity. Whereas he was at his happiest when alone with his family, he was eager to fulfil what he regarded as his dynastic duty near to the front. The obvious drawback was the fact that his military training equipped him with qualifications no higher than those of an average guards officer. He was out of his depth on strategic and operational questions, and he knew it – leaving such business strictly to Alexeev.8 His principal contribution, as he saw it, was to act as a figurehead for the imperial war effort while providing fatherly encouragement to commanders, including those like Alexeev who were a lot older than him. His simple dignity and earnest care for all ‘his’ officers and soldiers impressed everyone at GHQ.

He got on well with Alexeev, who had headed the general staff since 1915 when Nicholas moved to GHQ and parted with the services of Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, his first cousin once removed, whom he appointed as Viceroy of the Caucasus.9 For Alexeev, this was a chance to overhaul the high command in his own image. He cleared out the aristocrats and filled the general staff with competent technicians like himself. By early 1917 he had concentrated seven generals and eighty-seven officers as the core personnel to run the machinery of war from Mogilëv. All were expected to sleep, eat and think about the Russian war effort. Such supplies as Alexeev brought to Stavka did not include a library. The general staff, except when it broke for meals, were allowed no moment of distraction during the working day.10 Alexeev inspired awe among his subordinates by working at his desk for hours at a time.11 Like the emperor, he disliked luxury and favoured simple clothing and diet, but he was driving himself to the point of exhaustion after medical crises with bladder stones and migraine. He shrugged off advice to let up. Brusilov’s advance on the Eastern Front convinced him that Germany and Austria-Hungary could be beaten. Alexeev was setting an example of belief and dedication. The war was there to be won.12

Alexeev’s personal loyalty to his sovereign, however, had quietly crumbled and he had even begun to talk secretly to individual politicians who aimed to transfer the throne to a less reactionary Romanov.13 It was in this spirit that he tried to persuade Nicholas that it was in his and the country’s interest to compromise with the Duma leadership. While reporting on operational questions, he took his chance to mention the worsening political situation. Nicholas listened but would not budge.14 He had a tender spot when speaking to generals who had served with his revered father Alexander III, and one of them – Kaufman-Turkestanski, who was a member of the State Council – approached him with the same thoughts as those expressed by Alexeev. The result was the same: Nicholas was stubbornly against letting Duma leaders set his agenda even though he was not averse to appointing ministers with a view to improving relations between Duma and government.15 Romanov family members were equally unsuccessful. Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovich, young and passionate, found himself rebuffed when he implored Nicholas to change his line. Even Nicholas’s mother, Maria Fëdorovna, failed to dent his determination. Mild-mannered Nicholas acted as if he had already made one too many concessions by allowing the creation of the Duma in 1906. His mind was closed and no one else at Stavka dared to raise the matter, even though nearly everyone agreed with Alexeev.16

If the emperor had ever toyed with the idea of appointing a government ‘responsible to the Duma’, he certainly had no such intention after December 1916 when a cabal of aristocrats, high-society figures and politicians assassinated Rasputin. Nicholas and Alexandra were horrified. Rasputin had endeared himself to them as the one person who could bring calm to their son and heir Alexei, a haemophiliac, when he fell ill – the doctors had proved inadequate at frequent times of crisis. Rasputin told them that the family’s prayers alone would help.17 But during the war his notoriety had continued to grow. Rumours spread that he took advantage of Nicholas’s departure for Mogilëv to conduct an affair with Alexandra herself. He was known to take bribes to intercede in the matter of ministerial appointments. He had his own ideas on foreign affairs and had warned against entering the alliance against Germany and Austria-Hungary. Opinion formed in the Duma and other public circles that he might well be promoting the German cause at court and hoping to convince the emperor of the desirability of a separate peace with Germany. The imperial couple knew of the stories about him but stubbornly ignored them, and were distraught when his corpse was pulled from the ice in the River Malaya Nevka in central Petrograd.

Two of the conspirators, Prince Felix Yusupov and the arch-reactionary Duma deputy Vladimir Purishkevich, were hoping to confound the rumoured moves being made at court towards withdrawal from the war. In broader political circles the news of Rasputin’s death gave rise to the hope that Nicholas would be brought to his senses and agree to compromise with conservatives and liberals in the Duma. In fact the murder, by robbing Nicholas of the only person with the capacity to settle young Alexei, served to harden his resolve to stick to the path he had always chosen. Reform was intolerable to him.


3. THE FEBRUARY REVOLUTION

At the beginning of 1917, there was a strong possibility of renewed trouble in Petrograd. Workers had for years been discontented about conditions that had worsened in wartime. Although wages rose with the expansion of armaments production, they failed to keep pace with rampant financial inflation. Housing, sewerage facilities and healthcare deteriorated. In December 1915 and again in December 1916 there was a wave of strikes which were broken with difficulty by the political police. Although revolutionary activists were regularly arrested, working-class grievances remained strong.

The grumbling persisted in the Duma, where disappointment mounted about Nicholas’s refusal to compromise after the Rasputin murder. At court, it was understood that the imperial couple wanted no mention of the monk by name: they found the whole matter acutely painful.1 However, liberal and conservative politicians wanted action. Talks grew about the desirability of a coup d’état in the light of the emperor’s intransigence. On 27 February the Duma sessions reopened and, as Minister of Internal Affairs Alexander Protopopov discovered, seditious plans were soon under consideration. What made the situation doubly volatile was the fact that the strike movement had begun to escalate again in the armaments factories which were crucial to the army’s chances on the Eastern Front at a time when the Germans were setting up a fresh offensive. Moreover, the female workers in the textile enterprises that produced greatcoats for the soldiers were angry at the deterioration in food supplies. Nicholas was with Alexandra at Tsarskoe Selo and received warnings from the Department of Police about the rapidly worsening situation. The imperial couple took these with a pinch of salt, believing that the security agencies had an interest in trying to scare them.2 This was not entirely fanciful. Secret services everywhere try to justify the powers and resources bestowed upon them, and it is not uncommon for them to play up threats to the status quo.

Nicholas II consequently saw no reason to put off returning to Mogilëv on 5 March.3 He told Sophie Buxhoeveden that a pressing message from Alexeev was the reason for his departure:


He is insisting that I go immediately. I cannot imagine what’s the matter since it mustn’t be anything important in my opinion, but he’s telegrammed a second time and perhaps he really does need to discuss something personally with me that he can’t write down for an army courier to deliver. In any case I’ll go for three or four days and then come back. A lot of stupid things have been going on here while I was away.



This had stirred Alexandra into making a protest against his trip to general headquarters, but she made no fuss after learning that Nicholas had already informed Alexeev that he would soon join him in Mogilëv, and nothing was going to change his mind.4 Alexandra was unhappy about his decision, but she did not try to stop him. Nicholas was a stubborn character and once he had resolved to do something, it was seldom easy to deflect him.

Both Nicholas and Alexandra drastically underestimated the growing political dangers. Alexandra herself was preoccupied with the care of her children, who had gone down with measles. Protopopov phoned the palace and reported on the street disturbances to the tsar’s valet, Andrei Volkov. Alexandra refused to accept that there was an emergency, telling Volkov: ‘No, it’s not like that. There cannot be a revolution in Russia. The Cossacks won’t mutiny.’5 She deluded herself. Shots were fired near the Alexander Palace three days after Nicholas’s departure, and the building’s water supply was cut off.6 Even if the Cossacks were to stay loyal, other troops were already showing defiance of the monarchy.

Strikes and demonstrations spread next day to every district of the capital and the army garrisons had difficulty in controlling the crowds. Clandestine organizations of revolutionaries – Socialist-Revolutionaries, Mensheviks and Bolsheviks – saw a renewed opportunity to destabilize the political order and began to call for the monarchy’s overthrow. On 7 March, the Putilov arms factory workers joined in a general strike and it became evident that some of the troops were going over to the demonstrators. Nicholas ordered the immediate arrest of the rebel leaders, which was his usual reaction to challenges from the labour movement, but the garrison commanders and the police were unable to quell the surge in both industrial conflict and army mutiny. The ban on demonstrations proved impossible to enforce. Petrograd had become ungovernable, and the troops sent out to suppress the workers were instead joining in the protests and lending it their armed support. Duma politicians met privately to discuss how to deal with the crisis. Regiment after regiment turned against the monarchy. Commanders who strove to maintain order were ignored; some were even lynched. All the grievances that had festered since the 1905–1906 revolutionary emergency rose back to the surface.

When talking to officers of the Alexander Palace bodyguard, the empress described the insurgents as fools who would soon have second thoughts and calm down. When reports grew ever more depressing, she exclaimed: ‘For God’s sake, let there be no bloodshed on our account!’7 Even more dramatically, she said to the guards: ‘Don’t repeat the nightmare of the French Revolution by defending the marble staircase of the palace!’8 She feared the worst when shots were heard in the park outside: in fact, the gunfire was from garrison troops shooting at black swans on the pond. They also killed some goats and gazelles as they grazed. No violence was threatened against the imperial family, but Alexandra saw it as a sign of things to come, declaring: ‘It’s starting!’9 Although she bore everything stoically, her servants noticed that she had been crying when alone. Her toughness was nonetheless exceptional and was reinforced by her Christian faith. When chambermaid Maria Tutelberg tried to console her, she replied: ‘Our sufferings are nothing. Look at our Saviour’s sufferings and how he suffered on our behalf. If this is necessary for Russia, we’re ready to sacrifice our life and everything.’10

Grand Duke Mikhail, the emperor’s younger brother, phoned Duma Chairman Mikhail Rodzyanko from his residence in Gatchina on 10 March in despair about the Petrograd situation. Rodzyanko could offer him no comfort. The two of them agreed to meet in the capital for a discussion in front of witnesses, and Rodzyanko laid bare what he thought was the minimum that urgently had to be done and advised Mikhail to cable his brother and tell him that he was standing on the edge of an abyss. Nicholas had to accept the need to transfer Alexandra to his palace at Livadia by the Black Sea so that people could see that she no longer influenced public policy. At the same time he should permit the State Duma to announce the intention to form a ‘responsible government’.11

Rodzyanko wrote to plead with Nicholas to get rid of his government and appoint a new one, warning that, if Protopopov remained in office, there would be trouble on the streets. Golitsyn, chairman of the Council of Ministers, gave eager support to Rodzyanko, and they both urged the emperor to recognize the urgency of the situation. A cabinet had to be formed that might command broader political backing, and the idea was proposed that either Prince Lvov or Rodzyanko himself should head it. Grand Duke Mikhail called Alexeev on the direct line, begging him to contact Golitsyn and put the same case to Nicholas. Although Alexeev was suffering from a fever at the time, he found the strength to leave his bed and seek an audience, and he pleaded with Nicholas along the lines that Rodzyanko and Golitsyn had asked.12 Nicholas heard him out but refused to change his position: he had made up his mind that people were out to deceive him or were themselves deceived. He left Rodzyanko’s telegram without an answer. He did, though, write to Golitsyn stating briskly that a change of government was inappropriate in the current situation.13

He was reacting to public political challenge as he had always done. In time of war, moreover, he was even less patient about the revolutionary threat than usual. He always assumed that swift repression was the best option. Although he was in regular contact with Petrograd by telegram, his ministers did not give him a timely warning about the sheer scale of the revolt. He took it for granted that loyal troops would quell the insurgents while he focused on Alexeev’s plans for the Eastern Front. He was hopelessly out of touch. On 12 March he prorogued the Duma session in an attempt to quieten the political situation in Petrograd. But the leaders in the Duma refused to remain passive observers. In the afternoon of 12 March they formed a Provisional Committee under Rodzyanko’s chairmanship with a view to intervening in events regardless of Nicholas’s orders. Socialist militants were active on the same day. Responding to the mood on the streets, they made arrangements to elect a Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, and an Executive Committee was established that evening. With workers and soldiers flouting the will of government with impunity, it was a revolutionary situation.14

While the Provisional Committee already regarded itself as the embryo of a future government, it saw that it needed to obtain approval from the soviet. A framework of ‘dual power’ was in the making, and the soviet’s socialist leaders were determined to maintain their influence over the course of events.


4. ABDICATION

In the night of 13–14 March 1917, Alexeev at GHQ telegrammed General Ivanov, who would be arriving in Tsarskoe Selo that morning; he wanted him to press for a deal between Nicholas and the Duma before it was too late.1

In the course of the day Alexeev went further after coming to the conclusion that time was up for Nicholas and that he should step down from power. Although he felt bad about appearing disloyal, he could not see how the army could fight a successful war while the capital was in turmoil. At a time when Nicholas was on his train in Pskov, Alexeev took the unprecedented step of cabling commanders at the front to ask them whether they agreed with him. He expressed his fear that revolutionary militants were about to disrupt the entire rail network; he predicted civil war if drastic action were not taken. He promised fellow commanders to put his ideas to the emperor if they approved. Their swift replies were overwhelmingly in favour. Alexeev communicated this consensus to Nicholas in Pskov and added his own appeal to Nicholas’s sense of patriotic duty at a time when the high command had lost confidence in him.2 If Nicholas had been aiming to cling to power, Alexeev’s telegram shattered his will to resist and he wired back that he would make whatever sacrifice was required for the good of Russia.3

Even so, he had not yet reached the point of surrender, and nobody knew what he would do next. Recognizing this, Alexeev told the legal adviser Nikolai Bazili to draft a manifesto for Nicholas to sign which would empower Rodzyanko to select a new government.4 But the news showed that the authorities in the capital had lost all control. Alexeev, who had not properly recovered from a severe attack of influenza, concluded that any such manifesto would be too weak. Nicholas, he reasoned, would have to step down altogether. If he held on to the throne, there would be chaos. Nicholas had to go.

On 15 March 1917 a barrage of advice reached Nicholas in Pskov via a cable from Alexeev. The emperor’s cousin, Nikolai, told him bluntly that he should hand over his inheritance, presumably to Alexei. The word ‘abdication’ was not used. General Brusilov was somewhat less direct, saying that Russia would collapse unless he agreed to renounce the throne in favour of Alexei with Mikhail as the regent. Speed, Brusilov added, was essential. Alexeev passed on both messages while sending one of his own. He could not bring himself to tell his sovereign what to do, but his meaning was clear enough: ‘I beg you without delay to take the decision that the Lord God inspires in You.’5 He emphasized that he and his fellow commanders agreed on the need for him to abdicate.6 Whereas previously he had gently pressed the emperor to work in tandem with the Duma, now he could see no alternative to his agreement to relinquish the throne – and for the very first time Alexeev spelled out his opinions to Nicholas without the usual display of deference. Russia was being overwhelmed by political insurgency. At the very least there had to be a change of ruler if military effectiveness was to be maintained at the Eastern Front.

Nicholas put up no struggle. Whereas he had no high opinion of ministers and despised most politicians, he loved the armed forces and their high command. He also loved Alexandra, but she was in Tsarskoe Selo, not with him. There has been speculation that Rodzyanko and others in the capital exaggerated the intensity of the Petrograd disturbances when they wrote to him. Undoubtedly Rodzyanko was exasperated by Nicholas’s persistent refusal to work in cooperation with the Duma, and he was secretly plotting how to remove him from power. Even so, his messages to Stavka accurately reflected how workers and soldiers were acting in the capital, and now Alexeev was telling Nicholas that if the war was to be won, he himself had to step down. For a ruler who cherished his country’s military achievements, this was an almost unbearable shock. The Union of the Russian People was no use to him, and anyway he had no regular acquaintance with its leaders. With the general staff he was in daily contact. When Alexeev revealed his considerations about the revolutionary situation, Nicholas had no reserves of political or emotional resistance left.

Before doing anything else, however, that afternoon he summoned Professor Sergei Fëdorov to his carriage. Fëdorov, a surgeon, had been involved in Alexei’s medical care since before the war – in discussion with Dr Botkin and a paediatrician called Dr Raukhfus, he had proposed trials of some more drastic procedures than the others thought prudent. This disagreement reflected the helplessness of the medical profession in the face of haemophilia: doctors were experimenting with treatments that often seemed to do more harm than good. But Fëdorov was a knowledgeable doctor who kept abreast of the latest theories in world medicine; he could also explain what he was doing in a reassuring manner and in language that lay people could understand.7 In 1915 he had moved as Nicholas’s personal physician to GHQ, where he received his own coupé in one of the trains and was in regular contact with commanders and court officials. He had become one of the emperor’s most trusted retainers.8 Fëdorov received no alert about what the emperor wanted to discuss. The doctor could hardly believe his ears. The emperor was turning not to a minister or a general but to him, his mere physician, to consider the most momentous question of succession in the dynasty’s history.

It became clear that Nicholas took it for granted that twelve-year-old Alexei would continue to live with him. Fëdorov thought he was being naive: ‘Do you suppose, Your Majesty, that Alexei Nikolaevich will be left with you after the abdication?’ Nicholas asked: ‘Why ever not? He’s still a child and naturally ought to remain inside his family until he’s an adult. Until that time, Mikhail Alexandrovich will be regent.’ Fëdorov replied: ‘No, Your Majesty, that will hardly be possible, and it’s obvious from everything that you completely cannot count on this.’ Nicholas, obviously troubled, changed the subject to medicine and enquired: ‘Tell me frankly, Sergei Petrovich, your opinion about whether Alexei’s illness is really so incurable.’ Fëdorov was blunt: ‘Your Majesty, science tells us that this illness is incurable but many people live with it to a significant age, though Alexei Nikolaevich’s health will also always depend on every contingency.’ Nicholas, almost as if talking to himself, said quietly: ‘If that’s the case, I can’t part with Alexei. That would be beyond my powers . . . and, furthermore, if his health doesn’t permit it, then I’ll have the right to keep him next to me.’9

After Fëdorov left, Nicholas pondered his options and quickly made a decision of equally historic importance: he would transfer his powers not to Alexei but to his brother, Mikhail.10 This way, at least, the Romanov dynasty would be preserved. Mikhail was his closest male relative after Alexei; he was also known for having reservations about the way that Nicholas had ruled the empire. This could help to ensure a peaceful transition as Nicholas disappeared into retirement. Nicholas was soon to justify his decision by pointing out that he had been training Mikhail for the throne until Alexei was born. Mikhail was therefore a suitable candidate for the throne.11

While this made some medical and genealogical sense, it flouted the law on the succession introduced by Emperor Paul in 1796. Paul had hated his mother, Catherine the Great, and his legislation was one of his retributions for her maltreatment of him. He knew that she had connived in the murder of his father – her husband – Peter III. Paul aimed to make it impossible ever again for an ambitious woman to accede to power in such a fashion. Until then it had been open to the incumbent tsar to designate his heir, who might be of either sex. Paul changed all that with a stroke of the pen, laying down that the first son of the monarch should automatically succeed. If the monarch had no male offspring, succession would pass down the line of male relatives, starting with the oldest brother. The dynasty could be continued by an empress only in the unlikely event that it ran out of male candidates. Inadvertently, Paul deprived his successors of the right to influence what happened if any of them chose to abdicate. An emperor could lose power by dying or by abdicating, but he could not name his successor: the law alone prescribed who could occupy the throne.

But Nicholas was autocratic by upbringing, and desperate. He was tsar. He still believed that whatever he wanted, he could get. The draft abdication manifesto that Bazili prepared for Alexeev was transmitted from Mogilëv to Pskov a little before 7.30 p.m. on 15 March.12 At that time neither Alexeev nor Bazili was aware of Nicholas’s decision to exclude his son from the succession; their draft mentioned Alexei as emperor and Mikhail as regent. Tension mounted in Mogilëv as they waited for the response from Pskov. A small group including Grand Duke Sergei and Bazili congregated in the duty officer’s room next to the Hughes telegraph apparatus in the general staff building. General Lukomski looked in from time to time. After being notified about the imminent transmission of a message towards half past one on 16 March, the group sped to the apparatus and watched as it produced the final variant of the manifesto. In nearly every respect it was the same as that which Bazili had composed for Alexeev. The main difference, however, was of huge consequence. Nicholas passed the throne not to his son but to his brother, Mikhail. Grand Duke Sergei collapsed on the sofa; everyone was stupefied.13

Bazili in particular knew from his undergraduate lectures by constitutional expert Professor Nikolai Korkunov at St Petersburg University that abdication was not mentioned in the entire corpus of Russian law, and whereas a potential emperor could forswear the throne, nothing was laid down about how an emperor could rescind it. What was clearly specified, however, was the automatic succession of the emperor’s first-born son. Nicholas had no right to cut Alexei out of the dynastic inheritance. His plan was utterly illegal.14

Events had meanwhile prodded the Duma’s Provisional Committee into action, and in the night of 14–15 March it had chosen two of its members, Alexander Guchkov and Vasili Shulgin, to travel by rail to Pskov and call upon Nicholas to abdicate.15 The journey took them seven hours, being frequently disrupted by troops who crowded every station on the way. Guchkov and Shulgin reached their destination at 10 p.m. on 15 March 1917.16 By that time the entire political environment had changed in Petrograd because the Provisional Committee, meeting early in the afternoon, threw its lot in with the revolution and established a Provisional Government with Georgi Lvov as minister-chairman.17 The new cabinet decreed freedom of the press, organization and assembly while committing itself to holding elections to a Constituent Assembly on the basis of universal adult suffrage. Ministers felt that Russia’s performance in the Great War would benefit from the revolution that they headed. They were convinced that Nicholas’s removal would allow them to rally patriotic support. Obviously it would ease the situation if he could be persuaded to step down without a struggle – and this sharpened the importance of the mission that Guchkov and Shulgin were carrying out.18

They alerted General Nikolai Ruzski, who commanded the northern sector of the Eastern Front, about their intended arrival; but they gave no hint about what they intended to say to the emperor.19 The trip had been a tiring one, and Shulgin felt embarrassed about having failed to bring court dress with him. Nicholas was ready to receive them despite the lateness of the hour. Count Frederikhs ushered them into the imperial carriage along with Ruzski. The visitors from Petrograd were surprised by his calm, friendly demeanour as he sat at his small table and welcomed them to take a seat. Kirill Naryshkin stayed to take notes on the emperor’s behalf. Shulgin privily felt some concern that Guchkov might ruin the atmosphere by raking over the coals of past disputes. He need not have worried; Guchkov was at his most courteous, even though he scarcely looked at Nicholas – not out of diffidence but rather because of his habit of looking downwards when having to concentrate.20

Guchkov talked frankly about the implications of mutiny in the garrisons. Nicholas, he told him, should accept how catastrophic it would be to hang on to the throne; he had to recognize that all was lost for him in Petrograd and that Moscow was already in a state of agitation. There was no organized plot but rather a great anarchic movement of the people. Guchkov reported that Duma leaders had established a Provisional Committee to stabilize the situation and control the troops. The Social-Democrats already dominated events and were calling for a ‘social republic’. Promises were being voiced to transfer the land to the peasantry, and this could soon have an impact at the Eastern Front. If Nicholas wanted to prevent this, he had to abdicate in favour of his son Alexei with Grand Duke Mikhail as regent. Guchkov stressed that he was speaking on behalf of a group containing a majority in favour of a constitutional monarchy. He asked Nicholas to face up to reality: ‘You see, you can’t count on anything whatever. There’s only one thing left for you, which is to carry out the advice that we are giving you, and the advice is that you must abdicate from the throne.’21

When he suggested that the tsar would require time to consider this, Nicholas courteously cut him short and said: ‘There’s no need to think anything over. I’ve made my decision to abdicate from the throne. Until three o’clock I was willing to move to an abdication in favour of my son, but then I understood that I cannot part with my son.’ A short silence followed, then he calmly added: ‘You will, I hope, understand this . . . That was why I’ve decided to abdicate in favour of my brother.’22

Nicholas’s statement of intent threw Guchkov and Shulgin back on their heels. They had arrived expecting they would have a tussle over the question of abdication, although they hoped to proceed by persuasion – they were monarchists who thought they knew what was best for the monarchy. Guchkov later recalled that he had known that, if his enterprise came to naught, he would be arrested and might even be hanged, but he had resolved to persist, for he thought that a regency was 
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