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Preface

Grigory Rasputin, holy man and intimate of the Russian royal family, was murdered in the basement of a St. Petersburg palace in 1916. To his many enemies he was the incarnation of evil genius; he died because they held him to be the real power behind a throne that his malign influence was destroying. Within a few weeks the three-hundred-year-old dynasty was swept away and a way of life perished with it.

Rasputin remains. He is the great survivor from the drowned world of the Romanovs. To some, he was once a saint; he is more often thought of now as “the mad monk.” He was not mad, or monk, or saint. He is a complex figure, intelligent, ambitious, idle, generous to a fault, spiritual, and—utterly—amoral.

In his prime, when the censors forbade any public mention of him, newspaper editors were happy to trade heavy fines for the guaranteed increase in circulation Rasputin brought. After his death the memoirs of those who knew him—leading politicians, a defrocked priest, secret police officers, women admirers—became a mini-industry. His murderer, Prince Yusupov, was able to restore some of the fortune seized from him by the Bolsheviks with best-selling accounts of the killing and a slander suit against the Hollywood producers of a Rasputin movie. Eighty years on, Rasputin still inspires books, movies, and rock songs. The basement where he died is a tourist attraction.

Why? His life was remarkable in itself. He was peasant, prophet, and party-goer, a combination that is not common. He had apparent psychic powers, attested to but lacking medical explanation. He was, too, for all the medieval trappings that surrounded him, curiously modern. His skills as a spiritual leader and manipulator of souls match those of the latter-day guru; keep the sex, change drugs to drink and rock ’n’ roll to wild Gypsy music, and in his blend of charisma and outrage he is the precursor of the modern superstar. Ra-Ra-Rasputin …

But it is in the ageless struggle between good and evil, so strong a motif in his existence, that his fascination truly lies.

Rasputin bewitches because his life is both romantic and repulsive. It can be seen as an actual fairy tale. Born in a Siberian cabin, he makes his way to the distant capital of a great empire and there wins the trust and affection of the tsar and empress. He has gifts of healing and saves the life of their hemophiliac son. Or he can be read as a study in wickedness; he is a hypnotist, who casts his spell over the innocent women he seduces and who leads Russia and its besotted rulers to revolution and ruin.

He is much more than an exhibit in an antique freak show (though it suited Russian Communists, with their belief in the impersonal forces of Marxism, to treat him as such). He was a legend in his lifetime—of few people is that old cliché more apt—and his legend did fatal damage to the reputation of the Romanovs and to the fabric of Russian autocracy. So did the reality that lay behind it; by the end seasoned diplomats and foreign correspondents had not the slightest doubt that, as his killers and the Russian public suspected, Rasputin’s influence was corrosive and immense. He is a historic personage.

It is the purpose of this book to show Rasputin, and the society on the edge of extinction in which he operated, in his true colors, not as a moral monochrome but rainbowed, as he was, and recognizably and fallibly human.
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All dates are given here in the Julian calendar that was in use in Russia throughout Rasputin’s lifetime. It was twelve days behind the Western Gregorian calendar in the nineteenth century, and thirteen days behind in the twentieth. Thus, for example, the date of December 16, 1916, given for Rasputin’s death corresponds to December 29, 1916, in the Western calendar. This applies to events outside as well as within Russia. Rather than consistent transliteration from Cyrillic to the Roman alphabet, common usage is given for family names. First names are anglicized where, as with the tsar, for example, this is appropriate. Tsar and emperor, tsarina and empress are interchangeable; Nicholas is most commonly referred to as tsar, his personal preference, and Alexandra as empress, hers. I am indebted to Dr. Igor Bogdanov of St. Petersburg for his great help in skilled translation and painstaking research.
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CHAPTER 1

[image: ]

Proshchaitye, Papa

It snowed hard in Petrograd in the hours before the murder.

The fall of 1916 matched the war, bleak and endless, gray skies robbing the city of its energy in the brief hours of daylight. Foul winds drove down the quays by the Neva River, pungent with chemical fumes from munitions factories. Families from territories lost to the Germans huddled in sheds near the railroad stations. Their lamentations hovered in the air; they died of typhus and simple exhaustion, “blown away like gossamer.” Two in three streetlamps were unlit. The sidewalks were no longer swept. They filled with rubbish and slush and, from four each morning, with long lines of ill-clad men and garrulous women, waiting for bread.

The city’s buildings, in faultless lines of pink granite and yellow- and green-washed stucco, had risen from bogs and marshes on piles driven by gangs of forced laborers two centuries before. When onshore winds raised the level of the Neva, alarm bells warned people to flee to higher stories before the floods poured into basement rooms. Now the city was drowning in its own ill humor.

“Rasputin, Rasputin, Rasputin”; one name pounded like surf on a crumbling shore, in the food lines, salons, rooming houses—universally. “It was like a refrain,” a Petrograd lady wrote. “It became a dusk enveloping all our world, eclipsing the sun. How could so pitiful a wretch throw so vast a shadow? It was inexplicable, maddening, almost incredible.”

Grigory Rasputin was a muzhik, a dark peasant from a distant Siberian bog, a creature who had shat in the open like an animal when he was a boy, who still sucked soup from the bowl and ate fish with his fingers, whose body gave off a powerful and acrid odor, who could scarcely scrawl his name, but (what a but!) who it was rumored had the ear—enjoyed the body—of the empress; who, with her, appointed the mightiest officials of state; who treated fawning “duchesses, countesses, famous actresses, and high-ranking persons” worse than servants and maids; who was plotting a separate peace with Germany; who could see the future. Inexplicable, indeed! Incredible, except that he was visible, a shaggy figure with a sable coat thrown over peasant boots and blouse, seen about town, catching cabs, dining at Donon’s, reeling out of the Gypsy houses in Novaya Derevnya blind drunk in the early hours. His very eyes betrayed his identity to strangers. The ballerina Tamara Karsavina, the most beautiful dancer of her generation, who had not seen him before, recognized him instantly in the street through their “strange lightness, inconceivable in a peasant face, the eyes of a maniac.”

The censors did their best to hide him. They daubed ink over newspaper columns with stories that referred to him; the black blotches were called caviar. Readers knew whom the caviar was protecting, and they invented stories of their own. A society hostess, irritated that her guests talked of nothing else, put up a printed sign in her dining room: “We do not discuss Rasputin here.” But they did; nothing would stop them. The talk was at the top. “Dark Powers behind the Throne! German influence at Court! The power of Rasputin! Infamous stories about the empress!” the British ambassador’s daughter, Meriel Buchanan, noted of drawing room conversation in her diary. It ran unbroken to the city’s lower depths. “The filthy gossip about the tsar’s family has now become the property of the street,” wrote an agent of the Okhrana secret police.

Crude cartoons passed hands of Rasputin emerging from the naked empress’s nipples to tower over Russia, his wild eyes staring from a black cloud of hair and beard. Gambling dens used playing cards in which his head replaced the tsar’s on the king of spades. A caricature icon showed him with a vodka bottle in one hand and the naked tsar cradled like the Christ child in the other, while the flames of hell licked at his boots and nude women with angels’ wings and black silk stockings flew about his head. A photograph of him with a collection of society women was reproduced by the thousand. Mikhail Rodzianko, a leading politician, said he was horrified to find that “I recognized many of these worshipers from high society”; he himself had “a huge mass of letters from mothers whose daughters had been disgraced by the impudent profligate.”
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The country could no longer tell the real from the false because, the red-haired poet Zinaida Gippius thought, it had become a large lunatic asylum. It looked normal enough, like an asylum on open house day, but in fact the inmates were all mad. Nowhere was this more obvious than in the capital. Its name had been changed from St. Petersburg to the non-Germanic Petrograd at the start of the war. Gippius rechristened it Chertograd, “Devil-town.”

For the rich, the young poet Boris Pasternak wrote, city life was “gay with the brilliance of a florist’s window in winter.” The Americans had yet to join the First War. Though they were doing well enough against the Austrians, the Russians were bleeding against the Germans, more even than their French and British allies. People shut the fighting out of their minds, “dancing a ‘last tango’ on the rim of trenches filled with forgotten corpses.” The heartrending sensuality of the tango, the novelist Alexis Tolstoy thought, had become a death march for a city “tormented by sleepless nights, stupefied and deadened by wine, wealth, and lovemaking without love.” Morphine stolen from military hospitals was openly for sale in cabarets. Prohibition had been declared with the onset of war. Underpaid officials were easily bribed to ignore it, and even the pretense of pouring vodka from a teapot had disappeared. Officers overstaying their leave drank cocktails in the American bar of the Hotel de l’Europe with the teenage prostitutes who teemed in the lobbies.

Nightclubs were full of “heroes of the rear, legal deserters.” No stigma attached to the “gray ticket men” who had bought exemption from the front, some of them through Rasputin, for a few hundred rubles. A British secret agent, Robert Bruce Lockhart, found his own conduct “puerile and reprehensible.” He drank too much, with men for whom he felt contempt. He was ashamed and unhappy, adrift with a senseless ennui. “There is a sort of sickness in the soul,” wrote the poet Alexander Blok. Above Russia’s deathbed hovered “crows, a raucous, swirling scum.”

The suicide rate tripled, when in other countries at war it was falling. Two out of three victims were under twenty-eight. Marriages collapsed as elderly men “discard[ed] their wives and flaunt[ed] their successors in the eyes of society.” The grand mistress of the court, Madame Narishkina, calculated that half her circle were divorced. “Have you observed that no one understands the story of Anna Karenina nowadays?” she said of Tolstoy’s great novel. “Today, Anna would immediately have divorced her husband and married Vronsky and there the story would have ended.” Movies of robbery and murder were blamed for a crime wave. The bishop of Vyatka sought out Empress Alexandra to show her photographs of looted shops and bloated bodies. Men back from the front boasted openly that they had become atheists. The bishop blamed this on their contact with “intellectuals and Jews.” Others thought that the church was daily losing its hold because of its servility to the despised autocracy that ruled Russia.

The poor of Petrograd were stacked like cordwood in rooming houses. In the Vyborgsky factory district, the living had less space than the dead in the municipal cemetery. “Complete darkness,” an observer wrote. “The ceiling is so low a tall man cannot stand upright. A specific smell. Legions of cockroaches and bugs. No double window frame and it is piercingly cold.” Work accidents were commonplace. “I, for one, never enter the factory without first making the sign of the cross,” said the manager of an explosives plant. Workers were prey to intestinal and lung disease, and to speculators. Flour had doubled in price since the start of the war, sugar had risen four times, aspirin fifty times. “It is said in all directions that merchants and shopkeepers are building up huge profits at the expense of the people,” the secret police reported.

Spy fever was endemic. It was the easiest explanation for defeat. The head of the Okhrana was told by a government minister, in all earnest, that two aides-de-camp of the German kaiser had been seen strolling past the shops of the Nevsky Prospect without a care in the world, “dressed as civilians with their coat collars turned up.” Not a day passed in the zone of armies, the French ambassador complained, “when a Jew isn’t hanged on a trumped-up charge of spying.” Jews were deported in scores of thousands from the areas behind the front, “wandering over the snows, driven like cattle by platoons of Cossacks, abandoned at the stations, camping in the open around the towns and dying of hunger, weariness, and cold.” In the Baltic provinces German barons were accused of signaling to the German fleet from the towers of their castles. A baron was said to have treated the crew of a German aircraft to a feast before waving them off with one of his cows aboard as a present.

A “devastating chaos and elemental anarchy” was approaching, the Okhrana warned. In two years the government had had four prime ministers, four war ministers, and six ministers of the interior. Rasputin’s hand was seen behind each appointment. His minion Boris Stürmer was prime minister in the fall of 1916. Stürmer, a “shallow and dishonest creature who emits an intolerable odor of falseness,” excited disgust. He maddened the genial American ambassador, David Francis, by gazing at himself in a mirror during appointments with enraptured admiration, twirling the waxed ends of his mustaches. “Absolutely unprincipled, double faced,” his fellow conservatives said, “a complete nullity, finished at fifty.” Rasputin was held to have gifted the second most powerful position of state, that of interior minister, to Alexander Dmitrievich Protopopov. He strutted in high boots and an operatic uniform he had designed himself. “A small, gray-haired man, with restless nervous movements and bright wild eyes that shifted all the time,” a contemporary wrote, adding that he was possibly syphilitic—he suffered from hallucinations, leg ulcers, and paresis, a partial form of paralysis characteristic of syphilitics—and “certainly not quite sane.” The autocrat of all the Russias, Nicholas Alexandrovich Romanov, was 490 miles to the south in the provincial town of Mogilev. It was a pleasant place, with views across a wooded valley to the Dnieper River. Its Jews had been deported, however, and replaced by a transient population of staff officers, and the town had acquired a melancholy that suited the word from which its name was derived, mogila, “a grave.” The Bristol, a four-ruble-a-night hotel on an avenue of leafless chestnuts, had been commandeered for the Stavka, the supreme army headquarters. The tsar took daily walks by the river with his English setters. In the evenings he watched movies. His favorite was a twenty-two-reel detective serial called The Secrets of New York.

He had appointed himself commander in chief the year before. Despite five million casualties, and the loss of Warsaw and his Polish territories, the tsar was confident that the army remained loyal. He followed its movements on maps hung in the hotel’s café chantant. He was happy—“my brain is resting here,” he wrote—for he was far from the intrigues of Petrograd. His army was, in reality, in such psychosis that fresh troops arriving in the line seemed demented. “It was not that they screamed or did anything violent,” an officer remarked. “They simply marched into camp, shoulders hunched, heads down, and if they looked up as they passed, their faces wore a vacant expression that is the beginning of insanity.”

In the fall offensive of 1916, at Kovel on the central front, a Guards army of the Semyonovsky and Preobrazhensky regiments attacked across open, marshy country seventeen times in three months. The Preobrazhenskys, the British military attaché Gen. Alfred Knox wrote, were “physically the finest human animals in Europe.” Since Peter the Great first dressed them in bottle green uniforms and insisted that each man stand over six feet tall, every tsar had been honorary colonel of the regiment. The commander of the assault, Gen. Alexander Bezobrazov, was thought by his peers to be “of limited intelligence and unbelievably stubborn.” One of his corps commanders, the tsar’s uncle Grand Duke Paul, was a fine dancer, a skilled philanderer, a dashing figure in close-fitting strawberry britches and short hussar riding boots; alone of four brothers, he would soon prove loyal to his nephew. Unfortunately, however, he “knew absolutely nothing about military affairs.” The commander of the other corps suffered from a defect, too; whenever in danger he “lost all presence of mind and was unable to conduct operations because his nerves could not stand the sound of rifle fire.”

The guardsmen were sent into a swamp. German aircraft strafed them as they struggled in the mud, then refueled and rearmed, and returned to feast on the bottle green mass. “The wounded sank slowly in the marsh, and it was impossible to send them help,” Knox wrote. “The Russian Command for some unknown reason seems always to choose a bog to drown in.” In less than a fortnight four out of five of the empire’s finest troops were lost. Half-trained reinforcements were ordered to continue the assault. They advanced in long, thin lines, dressing to the left, officers at the head, sergeant majors behind to shoot deserters. They made no attempt to maneuver; their officers did not think them capable of it. So many corpses lay in no-man’s-land that the Germans refused a truce to bury them. Despite a terrible stench of putrefaction, the heaps were a physical obstacle to fresh Russian assaults. By the time the offensive was called off in November, the Russians were bombarding their own jump-off trenches to force their men into the attack. The bodies were swallowed slowly in the quicksands. Months later an officer posted there, Prince Obolensky, found that “still above the sand one could see the tops of their bayonets.”

As the casualty reports from the “Kovel pit” flooded back to the Stavka, Nicholas was obliged to dismiss Bezobrazov. He did so unwillingly. “What an honest and well-bred man he is!” he wrote to Empress Alexandra. “I have given him leave for two months.… I have promised that if some vacancies occur in the Guards Corps to appoint him there!”

The tsar’s troops no longer thought of themselves as Russian soldiers; “they were just men who were going to die.” They told each other that the government had been paid a billion rubles by Berlin to ensure that as few of them as possible survived the war. Their most special hatred was reserved for the German-born empress; they thought that she was in league with the enemy, that she talked to Germany on a radio concealed under the eaves of her palace, that she passed secrets to her sister, Princess Irene of Prussia, that to accept a decoration from her meant certain death. They were sure that she was sleeping with Grigory Rasputin. When Nicholas attended medal ceremonies to award the Cross of St. George, they laughed and called it the “Georgiy cross”: “Tsar with Georgiy, tsarina with Grigory.” They called her Nemka, “the German woman.”

Through the fall Alexandra rarely left the Alexander Palace at Tsarskoye Selo, the “tsar’s village” a half-hour train ride from the capital. Her nerves troubled her; she lay for much of the day on a chaise longue in her mauve boudoir, its carpets, curtains, and pillows of that color, its furniture mauve and white, a Scottish terrier at her feet. She despised Petrograd and its scandalmongers. To her Russia was the countryside, uncomplaining, loyal, eternal; stands of birch on the plain, a stream, a village, a windmill and white and gilt church, log huts along a road of mud or snow. Rasputin, the honest peasant in blouse and boots, simple and holy, her Friend, was its personification. Her mail from the villages, she told a rare visitor, reassured her that “the real Russia, poor, humble, peasant Russia, is with me. If I showed you the telegrams and letters I receive every day from all parts of the empire, you’d see it yourself.”

The missives were suspiciously similar. “Oh our beloved sovereign, mother and guardian of our adored tsarevich,” many began, “save us from our enemies, save Russia!” They were forged by the secret police on the orders of Protopopov, Rasputin’s friend. Genuine letters intercepted by the Okhrana told a different tale. The muzhik was naturally meek and fatalistic, the court grand master had warned; he would accept an injustice but continue to ponder it. At some point he would demand an accounting; “and, when the muzhik ceases to be meek, he becomes terrifying.” That point was being reached. “Perhaps the landowners are getting rich, various rogues are getting richer, but the people, the common people, are being beggared,” a writer from Irkutsk complained. The peasants were growing “more furious every day.” In the sweet-scented wilderness of rural Russia, Alexander Blok wrote, were “twisted, unhappy, and browbeaten people with ideas and beliefs from before the Flood.”
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The mood on the streets became “violent, unprecedented” in October. The Okhrana said that it was no longer possible to prosecute all who made “overt and brazen insults” against the tsar and his empress. The numbers were too great for the courts to cope. Sending a letter by diplomatic bag to avoid the censors, Robert Wilton, the London Times man in Petrograd, warned that the dynasty was in danger: “I hear that banners inscribed ‘Down with the Romanovs’ have been found in workmen’s houses.” Strikers murdered a foreman in a French-owned vehicle plant. Troops from the 181st Infantry Regiment who were called in opened fire on the police instead of the strikers. At the front shell-shocked men were shot for cowardice; in the capital the authorities were too frightened of their own garrison to impose the death sentence on mutineers. Every day the police arrested soldiers for picking pockets at streetcar stops. The military dared not punish them, the Okhrana chief complained, and the thieves were back on the streets within hours.

On October 26 a French spiritualist and magician called Papus died. Years before he had conducted séances with Nicholas and Alexandra at which he had conjured up the spirit of Alexander III, the tsar’s dead father. Alexander had warned—so Papus claimed—that revolution would one day strike Russia with unparalleled violence. Papus said that he could avert the prophecy, but only as long as he lived. Now he was gone, and shortly before his death he had written about Rasputin. “Cabalistically speaking,” he said, “Rasputin is a vessel like Pandora’s box, which contains all the vices, crimes, and filth of the Russian people. Should the vessel be broken, we will see its dreadful contents spill themselves across Russia.”

At the start of November, Vladimir Purishkevich, an arch reactionary, the self-styled “most extreme of the Rights,” dined with Nicholas in Mogilev. He had gone there to warn the tsar that Rasputin was savaging the reputation of the monarchy. He hoped the tsar’s aides would back him up but found their “self-love” was too great for them to risk their careers by speaking out. Disgusted, he returned to Petrograd to attack Rasputin openly in the state Duma, Russia’s parliament. He compared him to False Dmitri, a horror figure in Russian history, a pretender to the throne, with facial warts and malformed arms. Purishkevich railed at the “filthy, depraved, corrupt peasant” to whose advice “Russia’s empress listens above all others.”

“It cannot be that Rasputin’s recommendation is enough for the most infamous persons to be nominated to the highest posts,” he went on. “Ministers! If you are true patriots, go over there, to the tsar’s Stavka, fall at the tsar’s feet and ask that Russia be redeemed from Rasputin and all his followers, great and small.” A young aristocrat, Prince Felix Yusupov, a onetime transvestite married to the tsar’s niece, listened to the speech. He was much impressed and arranged to meet Purishkevich.

With “disquieting news coming to us from all sides,” the Okhrana chief worked on a plan to use police and Cossacks armed with machine guns to put down an uprising in the city. He suspected that Duma members and the army high command were plotting to overthrow the tsar and murder Rasputin. He intercepted mail sent by suspects and was alarmed to find that they were beginning to use special confidential messengers. Gray skies devoured the outlines of buildings, and bitter winds muttered in the streets.

Nicholas reviewed the Guards Brigade at the Stavka in early December. One officer had accidentally cut off the ear of his Irish hunter with his saber. He fastened it back on with a little screw, like an earring. It fell off in front of the tsar. It was thought a bad omen.

On December 8 the Union of Towns, an important municipal body, went into secret session. It passed a resolution: “The government, now become an instrument of the dark forces, is driving Russia to her ruin and is shattering the imperial throne. In this grave hour the country requires a government worthy of a great people. There is not a day to lose!” Secrets were no longer kept. The resolution was circulated in roneoscript in thousands of copies. “Dark forces” was simple code for Grigory Rasputin and those about him. A pamphlet, written in poetic, old-style Russian, made the rounds. It was addressed to “Father Grigory, new saint of the devil, reviler of Christ’s teachings, ruiner of the Russian land, defiler of wives and maidens.” Its refrain urged Rasputin to rejoice: “Rejoice at the tsar’s dulled mind, rejoice at the tsarina’s delectation … at their daughters’ seduction … at Protopopov’s promotion … at voluptuousness, at the wagging spine and shaking hips … at the propagation of dark forces … at the German stronghold. Rejoice, foul receptacle of Satan!”

“Oh, how terrible an autocracy is without an autocrat!” a leading monarchist, Vasily Shulgin, loyal, patrician, wrote in his diary. “The tsar offends the nation by what he allows to go on in the palace … while the country offends the tsar by its terrible suspicions.” The empress was sleeping badly; she had a dream in which she lay on an operating table while a surgeon cut off her arm.

Frantic debauchery—he liked the word frantic enough to be using it as a nickname for a young woman he was trying to seduce—had turned Rasputin’s sturdy frame “gaunt and cadaverous.” The increasing malevolence of the anecdotes circulating about him kept his bodyguards on edge in December. He was said to be a German spy; he used a radio to talk to Berlin; he was fucking the tsar’s beautiful daughters as well as the tsar’s wife. His underpants flew over the royal palaces in place of the double-headed imperial eagle. At night he drove in a black car across the Palace Bridge and fired shots at random, killing and wounding for pleasure; he was the first drive-by killer.

He was at risk himself, and he knew it. “Do you know that I shall soon die in terrible pain?” he said, or so the French ambassador reported. “But what can I do? God has sent me to save our dear sovereign and Holy Russia. Despite my terrible sins I am a Christ in miniature.” His name was becoming a byword for evil, Meriel Buchanan wrote, “though many people, held in a kind of superstitious dread, dared not pronounce it, believing that by doing so they brought down ill luck on their heads. ‘The Unmentionable,’ ‘the Nameless One’—so they would whisper.”
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Then came the snow.

It fell all morning on Friday, December 16, in thick, spinning disks, throwing a blanket over the dirt and topping the yellow- and green-washed buildings with a brilliant white crust. Rasputin went to a bathhouse with a guard of Okhrana men. He drank heavily at lunch and went to sleep in his apartment. In the late afternoon the skies cleared and the temperature fell. The sun glowed and the empress noted the “wee pink clouds” that reflected it. The scummy floes drifting on the Neva became a solid, luminescent sheet beneath the untainted air. The curse of the ghastly autumn was broken, Meriel Buchanan wrote, “and the golden spires and snow-covered roofs shone beneath a cold, clear sky.”

The night was windless; the stars were out and sound carried. Maria Rasputin heard a car driving down Gorokhovaya ulitsa. It braked outside Number 64, a five-story brick apartment house a block away from the Fontanka Canal, one of the three main canals that bisected the heart of the city, their frozen waters colored by the pastel stucco and classical lines of the buildings that fronted them. Maria lived in a comfortable third-floor apartment with her younger sister, Varya, and her father, Grigory. She was seventeen.

She pulled back the curtain and looked down through the double window. A lone figure got out of the backseat; his greatcoat collar was turned up, and the flaps of his fur cap were down, so she could not make out his face.

The man slammed the door of the black limousine. Footsteps ringing on the hard snow, he passed to the yard and the back of the house. It was 11:00 P.M. Visitors who came late to see Maria’s father often used the back stairs; a couple of Okhrana agents were always stationed at the front. The rear doorbell of the apartment sounded. Maria climbed back into bed beside her sister and fell asleep. She was used to her father’s odd hours.

She woke when she heard Rasputin call to the maid for his boots. She slipped out of bed into the hallway. It was dark, and she almost bumped into her father.

“Oh, Maria!” he said. “Did we awaken you?”

“Yes, Papa, but no matter. Are you going out?”

“I must go, Marochka,” he said, using the affectionate pet name.

“You should not. You know what Minister Protopopov said?” She referred to the interior minister. The Okhrana agents cooling their heels downstairs were Protopopov’s; the minister had put them on particular alert, because his men had gotten wind from informers in a gambling house of a plot being mounted against his benefactor. Protopopov had called earlier—he visited Rasputin most evenings—and had made the Siberian promise not to go out.

“Yes, I know,” Rasputin said. “But it’s an important matter.”

Maria was frightened for her father. She had seen him stabbed in the stomach by a woman two years before. She knew, from girls at school, from glances in the street and allusions in the newspapers, that others wished him ill. Her unease increased when she caught a glimpse of her father’s visitor. He was in Rasputin’s study, lounging against a desk strewn with papers and bowls of fruit and bottles given by admirers. He was a young man, tall and slender—“rather prettier than handsome,” she thought—and he had unbuttoned his greatcoat to show his finely cut evening clothes. He still wore his fur cap, as though to prove that a prince had no need to uncover his head in front of a muzhik.

“I am very tired,” Rasputin said to the young man. “Also, I have been quite ill. Must it be tonight? Can it not wait?”

“No, Otyets Grigory, it cannot wait.”

Rasputin sighed. “Very well, moy malenki, give me a moment to change into a fresh blouse.” Otyets is “father”; moy malenki is “my little one.” The intimacy between the older man and his visitor was confirmed when Rasputin went into his room and Maria saw him root through his chest of drawers and pull out his favorite blouse. Its blue satin was embroidered with gold sunflowers; Empress Alexandra had stitched it for him herself.

When he had been a wanderer in the boggy vastness of western Siberia, Rasputin had told Maria, he had spent a whole year searching for God without once changing his clothes. He had given up women, and alcohol, too, at various times. Now he was back on them—Maria was used to the womanizing, but his heavy drinking worried her because it combined with the lingering effects of the knife attack to undermine his health—but he had become fastidious.

This was his third change of clothes on Friday. He put on his finest pair of breeches, the blue velvet ones. Maria and the maid Katya helped him on with them, Maria with her finger to her lips so that her sleeping sister would not be wakened. He tied a golden sash around his blouse. Maria watched him splash his favorite cologne on his ears and neck and comb it through his beard; the young man would later say that Rasputin smelled of cheap soap.

Katya brought his boots. She smiled when he struck a pose for her, and his tiredness lifted. He put on a beaver overcoat, a present from a wealthy Petrograd banker and speculator, Ignati Porfiryevich Manus, whose niece had been moribund with fever until Rasputin’s healing intercession had revived her. He made to leave.

“Papa, Papa.” Maria flew to him and clutched his arm, with a premonition of evil. Words would not come, but she thought he understood. He kissed her and wiped away her tears with his fingers.

“Do not fear, Marochka,” he said. “Nothing can happen to me unless it is God’s will.” He helped her into bed and kissed the sleeping Varya on the cheek. He made the sign of the cross over his children, right to left, in the Russian style. Then he went.

Maria cleared the window of frost. Footsteps snapped in the snow. The young man gripped Rasputin by the arm and half-helped, half-pushed him into the limousine. The door slammed, and the wheels spun briefly on the ice as the car sped away. Maria fell into disturbed slumber, waking herself at some point to cry aloud, “Proshchaitye, Papa.” Farewell, Papa.
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The murder was a sensation. The story was broken by six words, complete with screamer, in the evening edition of the Stock Exchange Gazette: GRIGORY RASPUTIN HAS CEASED TO EXIST! Alive, he had been protected by the censor. His obituarists had fewer constraints. They turned the death of the “court pilgrim-debauchee” into a great political event. Newspapers doubled their print runs, splashing the forbidden name in their largest typefaces. Telegraph operators on the railroad network slipped the news into routine reports of train movements. Travelers in sleds took it from the rail depots to frozen villages.

The bridge from which the victim’s body was dumped into the Neva became “a place to take a walk for nearly all of Petrograd. People come here in automobiles and in carriages. Some stay for a long time at the railings.” Sightseers tried to get into 64 Gorokhovaya ulitsa. Police sealed off the house. A hearse pulled up, and the crowd hissed with disappointment when it discharged wreaths and yards of mourning crepe instead of a corpse.

A cabaret artiste addressed her audience as she went onstage: “Let me congratulate you with great joy.” The audience applauded. Society ladies wrote to the presumed murderer to thank him for saving Russia, and they lit candles for him.

In the backwoods peasants cursed the killer. “They say that beside the tsar was an ordinary peasant like them,” a Kostroma landowner, Prince O, told a diplomat. “He defended the people against the court and they killed him.” A woman of noble family, overjoyed at the assassination, expected the wounded soldiers in a hospital she visited to share her elation. They were hostile and silent. “Yes,” one of them told her, “only one peasant managed to get as far as the throne, and it was him that the nobility murdered.” The French ambassador recalled that the dead man had claimed to have a vision as he passed the Peter and Paul Fortress, whose iron-bound punishment cells had housed a glittering clientele of opponents of the regime. “I see many people tortured there,” Rasputin had said. “Not individuals but whole crowds; masses, clouds of bodies, several grand dukes and hundreds of counts. The Neva will be red with blood.” The editor of Kolokol, Skvortsov, wrote that ordinary Russians regarded the murder as a sign of evil.

Other journalists reveled in it. They discovered that the body had been taken in great secrecy in a metallic casket from the mortuary of a Petrograd clinic to a chapel a few miles from the city. From there, they said, it was driven in a Red Cross automobile to the Nikolaevsky railroad station for transportation to the deceased’s home village in Siberia. They found out that the postmortem was carried out by a professor from the military medical academy and that none of the clinic’s own staff were present.

They reported with glee that “today in Petrograd an interesting photographic card passed many hands on which Rasputin is shown in the company of his high-ranking women admirers.” Among them, they noted carefully, was the empress’s favorite, Anna Vyrubova. They wrote openly of the victim’s lusts, and his fulfillment of the crude peasant dream: “If I was tsar, I’d steal hundreds of rubles and eat fat all day long.” Fate had given Rasputin all he had ever wanted, they said: “A lot of vodka, a lot of mutton, a lot of embroidered shirts, a lot of money, and a lot—too much—of ‘woman supply.’ ”

They got things wrong—the dead man was a fish eater who disliked meat, and his remains were in Tsarskoye Selo—but they excited horror well enough. They described a “vaudeville of state” in which a “gilded slush” of ministers, bishops, princes, and princesses had danced attendance on the lowborn Siberian. “But why did they dance?” they asked. “Why didn’t the princes and counts hold back the women of their circle, who so readily, with such a mystical reverence, paid Rasputin their ‘women’s dues’?” They refrained from naming the empress in the context of Rasputin’s “dues”; it was a detail they could be sure their readers would supply for themselves.

They said he was a criminal. “He has been sued in court for horse rustling,” reported Russkoye Selo. “He has been sued in court for perjury. He has been condemned to be flogged by a local court.” The Moscow newspaper referred to the khlysts, an outlawed religious sect with a line in orgies and flagellation. “He staged khlyst prayers over a pit,” the newspaper continued, “and showed ‘corporal bitterness’ in convents.” That meant whipping nuns. His influence, unprecedented in a Siberian, unthinkable in a peasant, was explained. “He was cheap,” said Russkoye Slovo. “He was elementary and simple and comfortable in all respects. Imagine a patron who is able to ‘fix’ an affair for a small consideration or for ‘women supply.’ … Old foxers, intriguers, dodgers, and political rogues said: ‘If there was no Rasputin, he ought to have been invented!’ ”

Why was he dead? “In this drink-sodden, low-class intrigue,” theorized the obituarist Alexander Yablonsky, “there were reefs that Rasputin did not see. He did not notice that he had gathered a coalition of all sorts of hatreds around himself. He did not notice that he was but false teeth in somebody else’s mouth, and he did not realize what sorts of nuts were being cracked by those teeth …

“For Europe, Rasputin was an anecdote, not a fact,” Yablonsky concluded. “For us, however, he was not only a fact. He was an epoch.”


CHAPTER 2
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Grischa

The epoch was difficult to date. The victim’s place of birth—a village of rough wooden cabins set in forests and marshes on a Siberian riverbank—was known. His age was uncertain. Rasputin was illiterate until he was well into his teens. The notes he scrawled in his prime—biblical sayings, jerky and half-formed thoughts for women admirers, requests for favors—were unpunctuated and hard to read. He kept no diary. His life was full of gaps, impulses, and wanderings. He was pious and lustful, crystal and mud; his great sleight of mind enabled him to conceal the sinner from those he wished to see only the saint. The censor saw to it that little was written about him while he was alive. Much of what came later was more concerned with exploiting his mystique than with establishing facts. If he knew his date of birth, and most Russian peasants did not, he made no effort to record it. It did not concern him; he was not an astrologer.

It came to be of interest only after his death. His daughter Maria, with legend most likely in mind, claimed that a fiery meteor burst across the night sky as Anna Egorovna, wife of Efim Aklovlevich Rasputin, a carter and farmer, gave birth to her second son. Maria gave her father’s birth weight as seven pounds and the date as January 23, 1871. That date corresponds to January 10 in the Julian calendar used in prerevolutionary Russia. The same day appears in the register of baptisms in Tyumen, the nearest city to his birthplace, with the year as 1869. If this is correct—it is the most likely—then he was three weeks short of his forty-eighth birthday when the black automobile collected him for his last ride.

Reporters covering the murder at the time put Rasputin’s age at fifty. Six months later the new provisional government set up an Extraordinary Commission of Inquiry to examine Rasputin and the decay of the autocracy. Evidence from witnesses who had known Rasputin in Siberia and elsewhere was collected by its chief investigator, F. P. Stimson, a respected lawyer from Kharkov. Stimson wasted few words on his subject’s origins, and he used different dates.

“Grigory Efimovich Rasputin was born in the sloboda Pokrovskoye of Tyumen district, Tobolsk province, in 1864 or 1865,” he recorded. “His parents were healthy, nobody insane among his kin, and they lived the way average peasants live.” It was understandable that he added four or five years to Rasputin’s age. His subject had raddled himself with drink and women in his final months.
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Grischa, as he was called, began life as a sturdy infant. He stood at six months and toddled at eight. It was as well, for rural Siberia was primitive and no place for the weak. He had a one in five chance of dying before he reached his teens, of diphtheria, cholera, influenza. The nearest doctor was in Tyumen, seventy miles away by river or by Trakt 4, the rough road linking Tyumen and the provincial capital in Tobolsk. Years later, with a deep stomach wound from the first attempt to murder him, his oxlike constitution alone pulled him through the journey. Medicine in Pokrovskoye was no more than vodka for antiseptic, herbal teas for fevers, and slabs of raw meat to draw the infection from wounds.

The village was on a bank high above the Tura River. A landing stage of wooden poles and planks stuck out beyond the reeds for riverboats to Tyumen and Tobolsk, 120 miles to the north. Twice a month yellow and black prison barges with cages of iron mesh passed the village on their way to Tobolsk, a reminder of Siberia’s use as a dumping ground for convicts and exiles. Cleared pasture, water meadows, and fields of black earth stretched back from the bank for two miles before running into marshes and forests of poplar, aspen, larch, and birch. The unpaved main street was a mile-long river of dirt without sidewalks or shade trees. Pigs routed along it. It was lined on both sides by cabins built of double planks against the cold, painted green and red, and caulked with oakum, behind stout limed fences. The roofs were shingled with bark. In spring and autumn the farm carts mired to their axles in mud. In summer they dragged clouds of dust and midges behind them. Crude sleds, frames of wooden poles lashed together with rope, were used in winter.

The only building of note was a stone and wooden church with a gilt onion dome. The kabachok, the village tavern, served rough Siberian vodka and beer; Rasputin’s addiction to sweet wines came after he left the village and began to visit monasteries where wine and Madeira were drunk. A general store sold salted fish, farm tools, plows and harrows, lamps and oil. Horses were hitched to posts outside it. The barns and cattle sheds were in the village, and the countryside was empty.

Its monotony reminded Western travelers of “the sadness of the sea,” a waste across which dirt tracks wound like the wakes of ships. The earth was monochrome until, like sails looming out of a sea haze, a church pierced the gloom in whirls of color. Beside it the village was “like a hem of rubbish thrown about.” Though native Siberians like Rasputin were lyrical about their land, even the most high-spirited of men from European Russia fell prey to melancholy there. “In the summer our lives were made wretched by midges,” the revolutionary Leon Trotsky wrote of his exile. “They even bit to death a cow which had lost its way in the woods.… In the spring and autumn the village was buried in mud.” In winter cockroaches “filled the cabin with their rustlings.”

Cattle, corn, and cartage brought Pokrovskoye a modest prosperity. The region was known for its butter and wheat. Though Trakt 4 was deeply rutted in summer and humped with ice mounds in winter, its travelers brought in rubles. Villagers lodged them, and hired out horses and telegas, unsprung carts in which passengers lay on hay with their knees to their chins to protect their spines against the incessant jars and twists. A telega, the American journalist George Kennan wrote, “will simply jolt a man’s soul out in less than twenty-four hours.” Bargemen and boatmen worked the river after ice melt.

Efim Rasputin, Grischa’s father, was a newcomer to the village. The villagers gave him the nickname Novykh, the “new one”; his son was sometimes to sign himself Grigory Novykh after he learned to write, or, more accurately, to scribble in a large and unformed hand. It was often said that the root of the name Rasputin was raspoutstvo, Russian for “debauchery,” and that it was foisted on the family as an accurate slur. The Rasputins themselves said that it came from raspoutye, “crossroads,” a more likely derivation since the name was uncommon but not unique. It was rumored that Efim had gotten drunk while working as a coachman at Saratov on the Volga, lost or sold his horses, and fled to Siberia.

The story was typical. Siberia was founded on runaways, religious dissenters, bankrupts, cutthroats, the swill of the frontier. Every few months convoys of convicts, gray columns with yellow diamonds sewn on their coats, shuffled in chains out of European Russia to cross the Ural Mountains west of Pokrovskoye. They were on their way to the huge holding prison in Tyumen, where they were crammed 160 to a cell to await transport to distant mines and logging camps. The air, Kennan found, was “laden with fever germs from unventilated hospital wards, fetid odors from diseased human lungs and unclean human bodies, and the stench arising from unemptied excrement buckets.” A third of the fifteen thousand prisoners who arrived at Tyumen each year in Grischa’s childhood did not survive to continue their journey; Siberians were aware of the lethal power of the distant tsar. Drivers like Efim, yamshchiki, were often ex-convicts and formed a distinct fraternity of chancers and smugglers. A group of Americans who crossed Siberia at this time employed six drivers, all of whom they found to be convicted murderers.

His fellow villagers knew Efim as a driver plying Trakt 4, with sidelines in farming and horse trading, and a drinker. In summer he wore a cotton blouse and coarse woolen trousers with sandals made of the plaited bark of lime trees. He added a sheepskin coat, an armiak cloth jacket, felt boots, and a fur cap above his basin haircut for winter. Grischa stayed faithful to peasant fashion in the days of his fame, though his boots were made of dressed leather and the empress embroidered his silken blouses.

Efim was comfortably off by village standards, rich by those of peasants in European Russia, whose crude, chimneyless huts were built of logs. His single-story cabin was double planked with four rooms, furnished with rough wooden benches. He had money enough to afford glass in the big windows, in place of the stretched animal bladders used by the poorest peasants. He had oil lamps, too, and not tallow candles, in front of the icons in the main room. Low barns ran around a muddy yard, pungent with animal and human dung heaps, where cattle and horses wintered. The family slept in their clothes on wooden shelves near a log-burning brick stove, with piles of bug-infested sheepskins for a mattress. A samovar simmered on the stove for tea; Grischa always thought coffee a sign of great wealth. He ate bread—white bread, he proudly recalled, rather than the brown bread suffered by peasants in European Russia—and fish and cabbage soup, from metal bowls. He chewed wild garlic against scurvy. Though the peasants shat in their yards, the village had a bathhouse where they sweated in a steam room and beat the dirt from their skin with birch twigs. Rasputin loved bathhouses, though he always retained a musty peasant odor that society ladies found “thrilling.”
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Grischa did not start talking until he was two and a half. Then the words tumbled out with vivid imagination. Recovering from a bout of fever, he told his mother that a “beautiful lady” had sat at his bedside to soothe him. He helped with the livestock, rounding up cattle and herding them in the yard. He learned to ride in the arched bareback Siberian style. He had no schooling.

He collected kindling in the forests and played hide-and-seek with his elder brother, Mischa. Siberian children played brodyagi and soldiers. Brodyagi were escaped convicts. Each summer several hundred went loose until they were betrayed by bounty hunters or gave themselves up at the onset of winter. October was the high point of the year. At the village fete the children danced to an accordion, the girls in scarves and best dresses, while their parents sat mellow with vodka. Peddlers in black frock coats and black waistcoats with glass buttons sold cheap colored prints of the tsar and famous generals and views of St. Petersburg. It was a rare reminder of the Russia west of the Urals.

When the Russians had first penetrated Siberia three centuries before, the Cossack brigand Yermak Timofeyovich defeated the Tartars not far from Pokrovskoye. The frontier had long since passed east, but the region was still called Zatatarskoe Beloto, the “marsh beyond the Tartars.” It remained a place of superstition and legend, of miraculous icons and holy manifestations, where hunters flew through the air by telepathy. Spirits were said to live in the forests. Leshii, with bluish skin and goggle eyes, imitated birdsong, whistled and clapped, and protected convicts. The water spirit, vodyanoi, caused the Tura River to flood when it got drunk. In the cabins lurked the hairy domovoi, breaking windows or protecting the house according to its mood.

Little Grischa, his mother said, became so rapt in staring at the sky that at first she feared he was “not quite right in the head.” Then, along with his imagination, he developed powers. He had a way with animals and became a horse whisperer. Efim Rasputin had a favorite story of how his son’s gift first showed itself. Efim mentioned at the midday meal that a horse had gone lame and might have pulled a hamstring. Grischa got up from the table and went out to the barn. His father followed and saw him place his hand on the hamstring. Grischa stood in silence, eyes closed and head thrown back. When he was done he stepped back, patted the horse, and said: “You’re all better.” Efim led the horse out into the yard and walked it up and down. Its lameness had gone.

The boy became a sort of “spiritual veterinarian”—his daughter’s phrase—to the livestock of Pokrovskoye. He talked to sick cattle and horses, whose joints were distended by the strain of hauling carts on potholed roads, and cured them with a few whispers and a comforting hand. He extended his healing from the beasts of the field to the villagers. He eased away bad backs and fevers. Word spread that he was gifted with precognition and clairvoyance. He discovered missing objects—a ring, a rake, a plow. A horse was stolen. A meeting was called to discuss the theft. Grischa pointed at one of the richest peasants and declared that he was the thief. The villagers followed the man home, found the horse in his yard, and, in the Siberian fashion, beat him half to death.

Sitting in the warm, while his mother baked bread in the big stove, Grischa often suddenly chirped out, “A stranger is coming.” A traveler would be seen on the trakt within an hour. He also predicted deaths among the peasants, a less welcome gift that had his father muttering about the work of the dyavol, the devil.

This, at least, is what his daughter Maria wrote later. The provisional government inquiry found village witnesses to have a much less charitable view of her father. “They note that Rasputin’s father drank vodka heavily,” the investigator wrote. “As a boy Rasputin was always dirty and untidy so that boys of his age called him a ‘snotter.’ ” It served her father’s memory well, of course, for Maria to establish that his gifts were clear even in childhood. Some of her claims stretch belief to the limit; here they appear to sit oddly with those of his fellow villagers. The mature Rasputin, however, had the same genius as the child for creating apparently irreconcilable impressions; his character was magnetic, in the sense of polarity, repelling or attracting those who came within its field. There is no reason to disbelieve his daughter’s family recollections of his early ability to soothe; no reason either to reject the villagers’ account of a layabout in the making. Both traits run through his adult life.
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When he was eight, Grischa lost his brother Mischa. The boys liked to swim in the river, whose waters, dark and rusty, were fed by bogs thick in iron salts. On airless August days they splashed in the shallows where the cattle drank. Picnickers took their spot one day, and the brothers went farther downstream. Mischa drifted out into the torpid current, dragging Grischa with him. A farmer pulled the boys out, but Mischa developed pneumonia. The Pokrovskoye midwife struggled to cope. Ten-year-old Mischa died.

Grischa became depressed, alternately moodily quiet and hyperactive. His mother found him difficult. “I never knew what to expect next,” she told her granddaughter. The boy wandered among the forest larch and birch or made a pest of himself around the house. He had no friends to take his brother’s place, and no stimulations to feed his imagination and intelligence. The outside world was guesswork. He had never seen an electric light, a steamboat, or a railroad train. He knew they existed—peddlers sold pictures of them—but none had yet reached Siberia. It was so vast, stretching north to the Arctic, south toward China, east for 4,000 miles to the Pacific, that Siberians lived on the outer margin of Russian consciousness. Tyumen was 2,543 versts from St. Petersburg—some 1,670 miles away—and, until the Trans-Siberian Railroad reached it in 1885, the journey took six weeks.

Grischa’s horizons were bound by the dull rhythms of the village and fieldwork. In the long winter the fields were frozen. Arctic air advanced from the Kara Sea in a crystal mantle, and dawn and sunset were chilled into bands of salmon pink and violet blue. By day the sun melted the snow on the cabin roofs though the air temperature remained below freezing. At night it could plunge to fifty below. When southwesterlies blew, violent storms dumped thick snow on Pokrovskoye, the falling flakes mingling with those blown from the ground in a maelstrom that blinded those foolhardy enough to venture outdoors. In spring the fields were plowed and planted, and firewood cut. In August, with temperatures sometimes climbing into the nineties, the men cut the wheat and rye with scythes in another brief burst of labor while the women followed with sickles to reap what was left. The grain was threshed with flails, iron chains attached to wooden handles. In the fall a string of cyclones brought heavy showers, and the village was mud bound. The cycle of drudgery then repeated itself.

Russia was alive elsewhere. It was throwing up great writers, musicians, and new industrialists; its revolutionaries were famed through Europe for their intensity and love of violence. The empire was still racing east at a thousand miles a decade, engorging the khanates of Central Asia. In Pokrovskoye, eternal silence was master. St. Petersburg was the dark side of the moon. Politics were irrelevant to the peasants; no politician came calling, they had no vote. Newspapers meant nothing to men who could not read. As to ideas, no university existed in Siberia’s 4.6 million square miles and none would until 1888. Grischa was listless and bored.
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Monotony and vast and freezing distance often conspired to make Siberians religious. The beauty of the Orthodox service, the hypnotic chants, the ecstatic Easter “Christ Is Risen! Christ Is Risen!” fell on arid minds like mystic liquid. Wandering pilgrims in rags, stranniky, passed through Pokrovskoye on the trakt, tapping on doors and asking for a night’s lodgings as they made their way east to the Abalatsky Monastery or northwest to pray before the relics at Verkhoturye. Icons, the face of the Virgin or a saint blazing from a background of somber oils, were paraded at every event; they followed the dead to the cemetery and newlyweds to the marriage bed. On Sundays incense and the priest’s rich vestments replaced shabby work clothes and the interminable odor of farm animals. Singing and ceremony—Grischa always loved to sing—were bridges to the unimaginable outside world, which he craved. Candles caught the gleam of the icons and the bright kerchiefs of the women. Illiterate, bookless minds filled with stories of damnation and salvation.

At a service when Grischa was fourteen, the village priest, Otyets Pavel, read a passage from the Bible that impressed him. “The Kingdom of God cometh not with observation,” the priest said. “Neither say they, Lo here! or Lo there! for behold the Kingdom of God is within you.” His parents walked home for their Sunday meal. Grischa wandered off to the woods and experienced ecstasy under a big larch tree.

He lay on the ground, lost in meditation. A scintilla, a spark, grew in his mind, “nearer and nearer, brightening as it came, until what had been a soft golden glow suddenly erupted in a blinding white flash.” The boy prayed, tears wetting his face. Then he raced home to tell his mother: “I can only say … I almost saw God.” She was frightened, fearing blasphemy. “Only great saints can see God,” she told him. “Whatever you do, don’t tell your father. He’d certainly punish you.” Years later Rasputin took his own children back to the larch tree. He told them how he had realized, on that Sunday, that “God is here, inside, this moment—forever.”

Efim Rasputin worried about his son. Grischa did little work on the farm, although he was a strong, sturdy lad whose voice acquired the low tones and unstressed, booming vowels of the Siberian accent as it broke. He mooned about, without friends. Sometimes he got into fights with other boys who called him malodushni. It is curious that they used that word, “coward,” for Rasputin showed great nerve in adult life. He was shrewd, though, and skilled at tactical withdrawals; perhaps the boys used it in that sense. He did not feel lonely. “God is my companion,” he told his mother of his religious experience.
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As an adult Rasputin often referred to his childhood flashes of insight into the divine. His religious intensity was natural in a country shot through with Christian fervor, and Siberia gave those whom it did not cow a matching wildness and grandeur of spirit. His sense of the presence of God was unforced and simple, a part of his belief in himself, as strong a streak in him as his sexuality. The evidence of his first sexual experience comes secondhand, from his daughter. She maintained that it was a pseudo-rape at the hands of a general’s wife, and that it affected him deeply. The investigator noted nothing more than a healthy interest in village girls. The alleged incident took place when Grischa drove a grain cart to Tyumen.

The woman in question was Madame Irina Kubasova, the striking daughter of an artillery colonel, who had married her off at eighteen to his commanding officer to settle his gambling debts. General Kubasov was forty years older than his bride. He resigned his commission, quit his regimental quarters in Moscow, and retired to his estate outside Tyumen to enjoy her.

He saw a young blonde in a carriage in the main street, and followed her in his cart until she disappeared through the crested iron gates of the Kubasov estate. He sat on a wall for some time before driving home. He saw the carriage outside a fashionable clothes shop on his next visit. A lady’s maid crossed the street. “My mistress bids me give you this message,” she said. “In one hour, you are to take a seat upon a certain wall. I think you know the place.”

Grischa drove out of town and sat on the wall, swinging his feet, gazing across lawns that were as large as the Rasputin farm. A pond lay beneath a slope, crossed by a rustic footbridge that led to a summerhouse. Irina Kubasova arrived in a “cascade of golden curls … a dress of some pale green material, tight in the bodice to show off her sensual breasts.” Maria Rasputin described how her father was led to the summerhouse, where, reaching down the front of his trousers, Kubasova “grasped him gently, releasing him for a moment, then touching him again.” She went into the next room, telling Grischa to come to her quickly.

Stripping off his clothes, Grischa followed her into a darkened chamber, where she lay, still fully clothed, on a sofa. She raised a shapely arm and said, “Teper!” “Now!” At this, four maidservants burst into the room from behind the heavy curtains. A fifth girl stepped forward with a bucket of cold water and threw it over him. The maids, urged on by their mistress, were on him “like a pack of she-wolves tearing at a stray lamb, teasing and tormenting him, touching his outthrust organ in those lascivious ways that only as a group would they have dared employ.” It was a divertissement, a cruel game played by a bored young woman. Once they had finished with him, the girls carried Grischa out and threw him on the ground in front of the summerhouse. One of them, Dunia Bekyeshova, took pity on him and left him his clothes.

Humiliated, “his whole being one amorphous mass of unadulterated misery,” the sixteen-year-old returned to Pokrovskoye in his cart, shivering in a blanket on the rough wooden seat. The episode left him with nightmares, in which the women became she-wolves who tore at his flesh, urged on by Irina Kubasova. His mother knew something was wrong; but he was too ashamed to tell anyone, sitting hangdog in the barn with only his favorite horse, Ivan, for company.
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The incident did no long-term harm to Rasputin’s remarkable sexual self-confidence; he enjoyed a natural and easygoing affinity with women until his death. Shortly after the incident a young village widow, Natalya Petrovna Stepanova, took a wanderer into her cabin and her bed. She was spotted by the local gossip, the splyenitza, who alerted the village. Efim Rasputin was one of those who caught her in flagrante and hauled her off to Otyets Pavel. The priest proclaimed the punishment for a woman caught in sin; she was to be stripped naked and whipped out of the village.

Her dress was ripped off—Maria says by Efim Akovlevich, Rasputin’s father—her hair was shorn with shears, and she was tied to the saddle of a horse. The horse dragged her between a double line of vengeful villagers, eyes popping with lust, lips drawn back in snarls, who beat her with sticks and leather straps. Years later, Rasputin told his daughter, he was “still horrified at the memory.” Bleeding and unconscious, Natalya Petrovna was pulled out of the village. Grischa found her in a field. He comforted her. As he touched each of the wounds in turn, the bleeding stopped. The bruises disappeared. He washed the mud from her and built her a shelter. Later he brought her an old dress from home, a pair of shoes, a kerchief to hide her head, and a can of borscht.

The following day Grischa attended a village wedding. Two boys gave him vodka; unused to the fiery spirit, he almost choked on it. The lads talked about finding a woman. Grischa, drunk, said he knew where one was. He led them to Natalya Petrovna’s refuge. Their noisy arrival terrified her. Grischa insisted they leave her in peace, before rushing off awash with tears and guilt.

Slowly his mysticism returned. After his farm work he went to the forest to pray. “I have been dreaming about God since early childhood,” he recollected to a journalist from the paper Novoye Vremya two decades later. “When I was fifteen, in my village, in the summertime, when the sun shone warmly and the birds sang heavenly songs, I walked along the path and did not dare go along the middle of it. I was dreaming about God. My soul was longing to fly to afar. I often wept and did not know where the tears came from and what they were for.”

His youth passed in “some kind of meditation, a kind of dream.” He believed in the good, he said, and he was loved in the village. He had long talks with his comrades “about God, about nature, about birds.” He often sat with the old men of the village, listening to their stories about the lives of the saints, about selflessness and great deeds, about the tsars and Ivan the Terrible …

When he was eighteen the brilliant heavenly light returned to him. He was plowing when it exploded from the furrows, becoming a vision of the Virgin, surrounded by throbbing light, her hand above his head in a gesture of blessing. Trembling, he led the plow horse back to the barn. It was, he told his daughter, his “awakening.”
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Moments of prayer and generosity ran side by side with epic debauchery in Rasputin’s later life. It is no surprise that the introverted, sensitive boy and the forest mysticism he described to Novoye Vremya were strangers to the investigator. His witnesses remembered a lout, a hardnose with a swagger. “Rasputin started to drink vodka at fifteen, and after his marriage at twenty started to drink more,” he reported. Villagers gave evidence that the “snotter” was also a thief.

At age nineteen he met a girl from another village to whom he was to remain faithful, in his own fashion, for the rest of his life. They met at a festival at the Abalatsky Monastery; they both loved to dance and sing. She was three years older, a pretty girl with dark eyes and blond hair, Praskovya Fedorovna Dubrovina. They married following a six-month courtship. The year is uncertain; the investigator did not give it, but it was probably 1889. She was a tolerant woman. Her new husband continued to spend his evenings in the kabachok, the tavern. Grischa remained a slob in village opinion, with his father’s taste for knocking back cheap Siberian vodka from wax-topped bottles, and an eye for anything left lying around.

“He was known to the villagers as a man who liked drinking and leading a depraved life,” wrote the obituarist Alexander Yablonsky. “His usual pastimes were drinking, debauchs, fights and vile abuse.… He used to go to Tyumen to get bread or hay and came back home without money, drunk, beaten, and often without horses.” The tutor to the imperial family, Pierre Gilliard, made no bones about Rasputin’s thieving. “Like everybody else, he looked around for things unguarded or forgotten and stole them,” he wrote. “Soon he distinguished himself with boldness in these ventures while his dissipation gave him the reputation of a reckless reveler.”

A witness, E. I. Kartavtsev, gave similar evidence. He was sixty-seven years old at the time of the investigation and a neighbor of the Rasputin family in Pokrovskoye. “I caught Grigory stealing my fence poles,” he said. “He had cut them up and put them in his cart and was about to drive off when I caught him in the act. I demanded that Grigory
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