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Preface


‘Some day, a novelist possessing the qualifications of an Emile Zola and unafraid of spending long years in research and study, should choose the history of the modern Romanoffs as a subject deserving as many volumes as the epic of the Rougon-Macquards.’ So wrote Grand Duke Alexander Michaelovich, cousin and also son-in-law of Tsar Alexander III, in the first volume of his memoirs published a year before his death in 1933. To do justice to even, say, the Romanovs from 1800 onwards, would indeed take several years of research and surely just as many volumes in book form. In the present work I have chosen to confine myself broadly to the lives of Tsar Alexander II and his immediate family – that is to say, his wives, children and children-in-law. The collective tragedy of Nicholas II, Alexandra and their children has been responsible for the production of a vast library in itself during the last few years, and I have chosen to concentrate instead on the somewhat less well explored lives of the previous generation, embracing Alexander II, the Tsar Liberator who met his death at the hands of terrorists in 1881, Alexander III and his siblings, and the second family of Alexander II, his morganatic wife Princess Yourievsky, and their children, the last of whom survived the fall of the Russian Empire by over forty years. The collapse of the dynasty, the Russian revolution and execution of several members of the family are thus seen through the eyes of the surviving sons and daughters of the Tsar Liberator.


‘Anything in the nature of an impartial account of the great era of the reign of Alexander II is a rarity’ wrote his biographer Stephen Graham in 1935. ‘Apart from a few adulatory volumes bearing an almost official stamp there is nothing that is not written in a bitter and grudging spirit.’ Most of the Tsar’s private papers were destroyed soon after his death on the orders of his son and successor. The volumes of biography, adulatory or otherwise, have indeed been few. S.S. Tatitchev’s monumental two volume study, published in St Petersburg in 1903, has never been translated into English in its entirety, although brief extracts have been used by subsequent writers, notably in the most recent life by E.M. Almedingen (1962). Her foreword modestly admits that her book ‘does not pretend to be a definitive biography’, remarking that she very much doubts if such a work could ever be written, especially after the destruction of most of the Tsar’s papers. Graham’s book is not so much a biography as a ‘life and times’ study, with greater emphasis on the times. Maurice Paléologue’s The Tragic Romance of Alexander II, as its title suggests, dwells largely on the affair between the Tsar and Princess Catherine Dolgorouky. Although factually sound it cannot resist lapsing into passages of invented dialogue from time to time, and the author is coy about his sources, citing ‘the information I have gleaned here and there during my mission in Petrograd, a few letters which have since passed through my hands, and finally an intimate confidence I have recently enjoyed’.


Tsar Alexander III has received even less attention from biographers. The only English account, by a foreign correspondent of The Times, Charles Lowe, was published the year after his death. Lowe called his subject ‘a mass of apparent contradictions’, and a man whose reign ‘was one painful tragedy of racial and religious persecutions, which can scarcely be paralleled out of the cruellest page of all history’. It readily acknowledges with sympathy that he was an honest man determined to govern well, but let himself be guided by the wrong people. Otherwise the nearest to a modern biography of the last Tsar but one is to be found in the first three chapters of the life of his youngest daughter, Ian Vorres’s The last Grand-Duchess.


For the lives of the remaining Grand Dukes and Duchess, there is a plethora of relevant biographical material (if not individual biographies), plus reminiscences from members of the family, frequently at variance with each other, and often strewn with inaccuracies. Grand Duke Alexander’s assertion that the future Nicholas II was the second son of Tsarevich Alexander, not the first, is but one example of the latter.


Where the true facts are not known, writers have readily supplied their own. Did Tsar Nicholas I really look with disfavour on his eldest son and heir’s choice of bride in 1840, and did Tsar Alexander III do likewise in 1894? That much in the way of Russian history was covered up at the time has not helped. Imperially appointed censors, responsible for ensuring that nothing was written or published about the dynasty that did not pay unquestioning homage to it, did their work well. As E.M. Almedingen noted in her life of Alexander II mentioned above, before 1905 ‘not a single sovereign of Russia had committed a single mistake, been guilty of violating his marriage vows, or been known for any other backslidings’. Even foreign correspondents were often unable to report the true facts of certain nineteenth-century events in Russia. The number of casualties at the disaster of Khodynka Field in 1896, or that of others who were killed on the same day as the assassination of Alexander II, varies in almost every account published ever since; while different interpretations as to the precise reaction to events among members of the imperial family during the harrowing last years of, say, 1916 to 1918, can be read in almost every book – be it contemporary memoirs or modern history.


One can do no better than quote the old Russian proverb from the introduction of one of the most recent – and undoubtedly one of the best – books on the last years of the dynasty, Andrei Maylunas and Sergei Mironenko’s A lifelong passion: ‘If you don’t lie, you don’t tell a story.’ All the same, I hope that I have told the following story with as few lies as possible, while at the same pleading in self-defence that inadvertent half-truths taken from previous generations of historians and biographers, as well as the memoirs of forgetful Grand Dukes (and how much did they owe to even less knowledgeable ghostwriters?), are perhaps better than metaphorical black holes.


Modern practice is increasingly accepting the designation ‘Grand Prince’ as more correct than ‘Grand Duke’, but I have chosen to use the time-honoured latter form instead. I have also given dates in Old Style (used by Russia until 1 February 1918) and New Style simultaneously for events in Russia, but only in New Style for those occurring elsewhere.


I wish to acknowledge the gracious permission of Her Majesty The Queen to publish certain material of which she owns the copyright; the Trustees of the Broadlands Archives, the staffs of Southampton University Library, Bridgeman Art Library, and the Society for Cooperation in Russian and Soviet Studies, for the supply of illustrations. Several people have unstintingly given me considerable help while writing this book, and been tireless in replying to what has at times become an almost unending stream of lengthy letters. Robin Piguet has made valiant efforts on my behalf, in addition to the generous loan of part of his personal library, and his ever-ready encouragement. Karen Roth and Roman Golicz have both been extremely helpful in tracking down and supplying elusive material, as well as going to great efforts to answer fiendishly obscure questions. Coryne Hall, Sue Woolmans, Charlotte Zeepvat, Theo Aronson, Steven Jackson of the Commemorative Collectors’ Society, Victor Pierce-Jones, and John Wimbles have also kindly provided useful advice, information and illustrations between them. The staff at Kensington Central Library have been as willing as ever to let me loose in their incomparable reserve biography collection. Last but not least, my parents, Wing Commander Guy and Kate Van der Kiste, have as usual cast a valuable eye over the manuscript in draft form; and my editors, Sarah Bragginton and Jaqueline Mitchell, have expertly seen the end result through to publication. My heartfelt thanks to all of them.




Part I:


Tsar Alexander II,


1818–81




1


‘A naturalness which charms’


In June 1796 Grand Duke Nicholas Paulovich of Russia was born, the third son of Grand Duke Paul and his wife Grand Duchess Maria Feodorovna. The baby’s first few months coincided with the twilight era of his grandmother Empress Catherine II (‘Catherine the Great’), whose reign of forty-four years was drawing to a close. She died in November and was succeeded on the throne by Paul, her mentally unstable son, whose five years as Tsar ended with a palace revolution during which he was strangled. His successor was the eldest of his four sons, who reigned for twenty-four years as Alexander I. His marriage to Princess Elizabeth of Baden gave them no sons, and their daughters died in infancy. The second son, Constantine, had divorced his first wife and his second, morganatic, marriage was childless, while the youngest son, Michael, married in 1824 but his wife produced only two daughters.


On Nicholas, therefore, depended the survival of the Romanov dynasty. With two elder brothers he had never expected to succeed to the throne, and he grew up imagining that his role would be the traditional Grand Duke’s life of a soldier. In 1814 Nicholas and Michael passed through Berlin to join the Tsar’s military staff. En route they met the widower King Frederick William III of Prussia, and Nicholas was captivated by his hostess, the King’s daughter Charlotte; within a few months they were betrothed. When he returned to the Prussian capital for the engagement ceremony, she told him that he had come just in time to settle a most important question. The clocks of St Petersburg, she said, were three-quarters of an hour ahead of those of Berlin. Did the time go more quickly there? Gallantly he assured her ‘that time passes nowhere as fast as with you’. In July 1817 they were married at the Winter Palace, St Petersburg. The groom was aged twenty-one, while his bride celebrated her nineteenth birthday that same day.


Within weeks of their marriage Charlotte, now received into the Orthodox Church and given the names Alexandra Feodorovna, was expecting their first child. A son and heir was born to them in the Kremlin on 17/29 April 1818, during Holy Week. While noting in her journal that their happiness knew no bounds, the Grand Duchess could not but feel ‘slightly melancholy at the thought that the tiny helpless thing would one day have to ascend the throne’.1


Church bells throughout Moscow were ringing to celebrate Easter, and legend has it that as the child was born, a flock of white doves circled over the roof of the Chudov Monastery where imperial infants were traditionally christened, and where he was baptized a week later with the names Alexander Nicolaievitch. Even more poetically, observers spoke of seeing a rose-tinted cloud in the sky shaped like a diadem, similar to but richer than that of the imperial crown. Though there was surely some invention in these descriptions, to the superstitious they were good omens that the newly born Grand Duke would not merely ascend the imperial throne, but prove to be one of the most enlightened Russian monarchs of all.


The child destined to become Tsar, known by the family as ‘le petit Sasha’, spent his summers at Pavlovsk, a pleasant leafy suburb west of the capital, and winters at Anichkov Palace, St Petersburg. The parents were wise, affectionate and strict, bringing him up in spartan surroundings and a few austerely furnished rooms, with no public appearances. His grandmother the Dowager Empress was devoted to him, and for his first six years he was entrusted to the care of governesses. In 1824 a tutor, Colonel Karl Merder, took charge of his education. Merder’s first report to the parents found much to praise in his pupil, but also room for improvement. His Imperial Highness was ‘extremely well-mannered, thoughtful about the comfort of others, and deeply affectionate’. While quick at his lessons, he was ‘rather prone to tears and reluctant to struggle with the least difficulty’.2


In August 1819 the couple’s eldest daughter Marie was born. Their next child, a stillborn daughter, followed eleven months later. Four more Grand Duchesses followed at regular intervals: Olga, born in September 1822; another in November 1823 who only survived a few hours; Alexandra in June 1825; and Elizabeth in June 1826. By this time Tsar Alexander I had passed away. On his death on 19 November/1 December 1825, the correspondent of The Times observed that the Russian empire was in the strange position of having two self-denying Emperors and no active ruler.3 Constantine was officially Tsarevich, though he was content with his post as viceroy of Poland; he had long since made it clear that he had no desire to reign, and accordingly renounced his rights to the throne. Nicholas had sworn allegiance to Constantine as Tsar, and unlike their mother he seemed unaware or reluctant to believe his brother’s renunciation.


When news of Tsar Alexander I’s death reached Warsaw Constantine swore allegiance to Nicholas, while the latter led the imperial guard in taking an oath of loyalty to his brother. Only when he learned of a conspiracy in the army would he accept that Constantine’s renunciation was irrevocable, and that for the sake of the empire he must accept the crown. Groups of soldiers on the streets were calling for Constantine as Tsar, and though the rebellion had no proper leadership, Nicholas was aware of the risk of anarchy.


Early next morning troops and soldiers gathered at Senate Square. While disconcerted to learn that the senate had already sworn an oath of loyalty to Nicholas, they continued to demand Constantine as their Tsar. When Count Miloradovich, governor of St Petersburg, rode towards them to explain that Constantine had renounced the throne, and that he himself had seen the document of abdication, one of the ringleaders, Colonel Kakhovsky, who had sworn to kill Nicholas, shot the Count dead. Nicholas determined to meet the rebels face to face, and when officials nervously told him that several hundred officers were involved in the mutiny he brushed their protests aside, insisting that even if he was only to be Emperor for a day, he would show the world that he was worthy of the title. Riding into the square, he offered the rebels an amnesty if they promised to disperse. He did not wish to begin his reign with bloodshed, but the conspirators were in no mood for compromise. As dusk was falling, he realized that there was no alternative but to accept the advice of a general who told him to ‘sweep the square with gunfire or abdicate’. The guards fired, over sixty people were killed and several hundreds injured, and with that the Decembrist conspiracy was over. Kakhovsky and four other ringleaders were sentenced to death, and around three hundred were exiled to Siberia.


At the age of seven Grand Duke Alexander Nicolaievitch became Tsarevich. A second tutor, Vasili Zhukovsky, was chosen to assist Merder in sharing the responsibility of educating the heir. Zhukovsky, the illegitimate son of a landowner from the provinces and a teenage captive taken to Russia after one of the wars with Turkey, had become one of Russia’s leading poets, and was an imaginative, even radical choice. That his young charge grew up to be an enlightened monarch by Russian standards says much for the wisdom of his appointment.


Even before taking up the reins of office, he had not hesitated to risk imperial wrath by making plain his opinions of what he saw as the Tsarevich’s premature first taste of pomp and splendour. In accordance with imperial tradition he was appointed colonel-in-chief to some of his father’s guards regiments, although it was a token gesture and he did not appear in public with them. However he had been allowed to ride in his father’s coronation parade, much to the enthusiasm of the crowds, and the Tsar’s joy. Merder noticed that for some time afterwards Alexander was too excited to concentrate properly on his lessons. Bravely Zhukovsky warned the Empress that ‘an over-developed passion for the art of war – even if indulged in on parade ground, would cripple the soul and the mind’. It would never do for him to end up by ‘seeing his people as an immense regiment and his country as a barracks’.4 The Tsar was angry at first, but gave way when Zhukovsky threatened to resign.


Tsar Nicholas I was always a strict father, but when the cares of state permitted he enjoyed playing with the children in the privacy of their own home; and a regular routine enabled him to spend at least two hours with them every day. He rose early, worked on various tasks, and at 10 a.m. came to the Tsarina’s apartments, where he spent an hour breakfasting with his family and holding what he called ‘la revue de la famille’, at which he asked each of his children to present him with a report on how the previous day had been spent, and what progress they had made with their studies and other tasks. He examined their study books himself so he could watch their progress and comment on their shortcomings as necessary, often awarding punishments and rarely giving rewards. It was his responsibility, he considered, to be stern with them as he was founding a new dynasty and thus training a new generation of Russian leaders. However any demands imposed by duty were tempered by parental warmth. He dined daily at 4 p.m. with his wife, children, and a few close friends or counsellors. The meal lasted forty-five minutes, until he left to return to his work. In the evening they might gather again for readings or informal concerts, at which the Tsar sometimes played the cornet.


The Tsarevich spent winters at the grand forbidding Winter Palace, and summers at the more homely Tsarskoe-Selo. His leisure hours were spent playing with his sisters and some of the children of commoners approved by the Empress and invited by Merder. He had no separate household; four footmen performed all domestic duties, but there were no butlers or maids. His rooms were spartan, and the classrooms in both palaces had bare floorboards and no curtains; they were merely furnished with desks, benches and bookshelves. The less forbidding playroom had a carpet, curtains and a few upholstered chairs, but no sofa or armchairs. He slept on a narrow camp bed without a pillow. Food was very plain, comprising beetroot or cabbage soup, meat cooked without relishes, boiled fish, and fruit, with special delicacies only provided at birthdays, holidays and other celebrations. Discipline at table was strictly observed; he was expected to eat everything put in front of him, and requests for a second helping were discouraged. Guests were forbidden to address the heir to the throne as ‘Highness’ or anything of the kind, while servants must always be treated with courtesy, and footmen were not to obey his commands or orders unless they were prefaced with ‘please’.


This spartan upbringing often surprised foreign observers. When the French ambassador, le Duc de Dagouse, expected to be presented automatically to the heir after a formal audience with the Tsar in the throne room of the Winter Palace, no ceremony was suggested. He decided to ask the Tsar, who replied he would meet all the children later, probably in the park at Tsarskoe-Selo. A formal presentation would never do, as the heir would get a swollen head if an experienced and famous general was to pay him homage; ‘Before everything else I am determined to have him brought up as a man.’5 In time the Duke met Alexander and his little sisters in the park at Tsarskoe-Selo, and they invited him to cross to the children’s island where they had planted all the trees and shrubs. He was enchanted by the simplicity of their miniature world and playground with its brightly painted seesaw, miniature kitchen garden, and the meal they served him of wild strawberries, lettuce and young carrots with wheat rusks served on limewood platters, with milk served in thick earthenware mugs.


From his mother, who maintained close ties with her family in Berlin, the Tsarevich inherited and retained a strong affection for Prussian ways. At the age of eleven he paid his first visit to the capital, which he enjoyed despite confessing to Merder that he often felt homesick. His maternal grandfather, King Frederick William III, had appointed him colonel-in-chief of the Third Prussian Uhlan Regiment, and until the end of his visit he refused to appear in anything except the regimental uniform. From that year he attended the annual cadet camps organized under his father’s personal supervision. Every Christmas his presents were of a suitably warlike nature; in 1831 they included a bust of Peter the Great, a rifle, sword, box of pistols, parade uniform, and a set of china cups and saucers showing Russian soldiers with different arms.


While Tsar Nicholas I was very much the model of a nineteenth-century autocrat, he was prepared – if not without persuasion, sometimes against his better judgment – to allow his eldest son a relatively liberal education. Zhukovsky devised a curriculum for him whereby two young companions would share a structured school environment. They were kept away from court life and pageantry, and brought up very simply. Competition between the boys was frowned on, they were encouraged to discuss their reading and learning together, and to keep private journals. History and languages formed the core of their early studies, followed later by science, law and philosophy. As a prize for good behaviour they were allowed to put money in the poor box. The military aspect was not dispensed with entirely, but kept in perspective, with occasional drill. Sport was represented by fencing, gymnastics and riding, and every Sunday they had outings or took up handicrafts instead of formal lessons.


From boyhood Alexander was unfailingly polite, honest, keen to learn though only of average ability, sensitive and often dreamy, with a tendency to be mischievous and mentally lazy. His tutors found him emotional, erratic in his attention to studies, and often vague or hesitant when faced with difficulties; he would make an inordinate fuss about trifling problems, or cry for no obvious reason. They suspected that the unsettling circumstances of his father’s accession had left him with a lasting dread of his future inheritance. When at last a brother Constantine was born in September 1827 he was relieved, as ‘Papa will be able to choose him as the Heir’.6


Like most small boys, he preferred outdoor life to lessons. While he was fond of parades, reviews and uniforms, the more serious military aspects aroused no interest in him. When he went to camp at Krasnoe and took part in army manoeuvres for the first time in the summer of 1829, his father was concerned at an evident lack of enthusiasm, and angry with the tutors when they defended what he regarded as an imbalance in his education; he wanted more emphasis placed on military sciences. Merder was left in no doubt that Grand Dukes were meant to be soldiers first and foremost. The next Emperor, in particular, must be raised as a potential war leader, and His Majesty had no wish to see him brought up in a civilian atmosphere as if he was only fit for a professor’s chair. Ironically all his younger sons showed a taste for the services; Constantine joined the Russian navy, Nicholas (born 1831) the military engineers, and Michael (born 1832) the artillery regiment. Merder knew better than to argue with his master, but as a born soldier himself with a better appreciation of human character, he saw that Grand Duke Alexander found the whole idea of war evil and abhorrent, and such a conviction formed in boyhood could not be eradicated by anything the tutors might say or do.


Little acts of kindness testified to his endearingly selfless character. On a walk with Merder along the St Petersburg canal one afternoon, the boy looked at one of the barges moored to the quay and saw an old workman on a filthy mat, groaning and shaking. He rushed across a plank, went to talk to the man, and by the time Merder caught up with them he saw his charge wiping away the old man’s tears with a handkerchief. Touched by this solicitude, Merder handed the Tsarevich a gold coin from his purse, and without hesitation the boy gave it to the old man.


In the autumn of 1829 ‘the little school’ was resumed at the Winter Palace in St Petersburg. Alexander spent Sunday afternoons and evenings with his sisters in their mother’s private apartments, and Zhukovsky and Merder were asked to join them ‘for a little music and tea’ in the evenings. These invitations became less frequent and gradually ceased, and at Christmas presents were given with icy formality. Zhukovsky sensed that he was out of favour, and the household thought he would soon be dismissed. By March 1830 he could bear the tension no longer, and unburdened himself in a lengthy heartfelt letter to the Tsar. He could not afford to be kept in suspense any longer, he said, but felt that he was being accused of ‘unworthy and interested interference in literary quarrels now going on in St Petersburg’, and he could not continue in his post as tutor unless ‘reassured of your Majesty’s trust in my fitness to educate your son’.7 What had happened was that a third-rate novelist, Bulgarin, liked by the Tsar as he never gave the censors any trouble, had many friends at the court of St Petersburg. One of his novels had been mocked in an epigram by the radical poet Pushkin, a close friend of Zhukovsky, and subsequent gossip led to unsubstantiated allegations of disloyalty against Zhukovsky. However his letter cleared the air and the Tsar readily forgave him, telling him that the incident should be forgotten.


It was not the last time that there would be disagreement between the Tsar and his son’s tutors. Two years later Zhukovsky left for Baden to undergo a cure for his bronchial trouble. Before doing so he recommended two further tutors for the Tsarevich, Peter Pletnev for Russian literature, and Professor Constantine Arseniev for history. The former was readily accepted, but not so Arseniev, who had been dismissed from his chair at the university a few years earlier for speaking against corruption in the judicial system and on behalf of free labour. Zhukovsky stood his ground against the Tsar’s wrath, emphasizing the professor’s merits as a historian and tutor, and insisting that nobody else in Russia was more suited to give His Imperial Highness a thorough course in the science of government. As for his rebellious past, Zhukovsky answered that loyalty and flattery were not synonymous; there were countless grave defects in their judicial system, and the Grand Duke was reaching an age when the truth could no longer be concealed from him. The Tsar gave in, but made his point after Zhukovsky had gone abroad by dismissing Father Pavsky, a favourite religious teacher known for his outspoken liberal beliefs, for an isolated comment of sympathy with Russian dissenters. Merder interceded on Pavsky’s behalf, to be told by the Tsar that he found the dismissal necessary; his son showed too little interest in military matters, and he was still determined that the boy should be a soldier at heart. Yet the Tsarevich took it badly, misbehaving in class, quarrelling and disobeying his tutors, fighting with his companions, and showing a tendency to arrogance.


When Merder suffered a mild heart attack in the summer of 1832 after a particularly trying week in which Alexander had been more unruly than ever, Arseniev unkindly told him that he was responsible. He promptly broke down in tears, promising to behave better in future, and kept his word. When Merder was better the Tsarevich visited him regularly at home, and when he went abroad on medical advice, wrote to him once a week.


In 1834 the Tsarevich celebrated his sixteenth birthday, and the coming of age ceremonies included taking an oath of allegiance and solemn obedience to his father and to the laws of the empire. The ceremony took place in the Winter Palace before a congregation of courtiers, government representatives, foreign guests and clergy. At the same time he was granted a special inheritance, and asked for generous gifts to be made to his mother, sisters, tutors and school companions, and to the governors-general of St Petersburg and Moscow for the benefit of the poor and sick of each city. The coming of age festivities ended with a great ball at the Palace.


There was one notable absentee from the celebrations. In Rome Professor Merder had suffered a second heart attack a few days earlier, and died with his pupil’s name on his lips. The Tsarevich was back in the schoolroom the day after the ball, and during his mid-morning break he received a summons from the Tsarina. When he came back to the room tears were falling down his cheeks, and he threw himself on his knees by the nearest chair as he sobbed to the master on duty. Once the shock had passed he threw himself harder than ever into his studies, knowing that was what Merder would have wished.


Three years remained of Zhukovsky’s educational plan. The Tsarevich’s final examination results were good, and by the spring of 1837 his formal schooling was considered to be complete. He had a natural aptitude for languages, acquiring a satisfactory knowledge of French, German, Polish and English as well as Russian. His history was strong, mathematics and natural sciences less so. By no means could he be considered an intellectual; literature, music and art meant nothing to him.


Nevertheless he often attended the theatre and opera, and Russian society took every opportunity to observe the tall graceful-looking young man who would soon rule over them. He enjoyed dancing, though this passion probably owed much to a young ballerina with whom he was said to be having an affair. Zhukovsky, regarded by his contemporaries as excessively puritan in such matters, wrote to warn him that while men were not angels, ‘too much pleasure may be as dangerous as too little knowledge’, and ‘preserve your moral integrity if you wish to win the ultimate good’.8 Yet he would have known better than to discourage his young pupil from the occasional fling, and the Tsarevich conducted his affairs with due discretion.


The next stage of his preparation for life, in accordance with a schedule devised by his father, was to be a seven month tour of Russia, on which he was accompanied by Zhukovsky and General Kavelin, who had replaced Merder. As the only Russian railway of the time ran from Tsarskoe-Selo to St Petersburg, a distance of less than twenty miles, the entire journey was made by coach. At almost every town on their route they attended civic receptions and reviews, church services, banquets and balls, and were conducted around countless schools, hospitals, factories, charitable institutions and churches. Local officials and dignitaries queued to meet their future Tsar, while peasants who had heard of his imminent appearance walked several miles just to catch a glimpse of the carriage.


Alexander soon had enough of this over-regimented programme with its perpetual red carpet treatment. He knew there was much that his father and guardians would rather keep out of sight, and began insisting on unscheduled stops in some of the dirtiest, most neglected villages where he would brush aside the protests of his retinue who warned him that if the programme was disrupted, some civic functions and receptions might have to be cancelled. Taking understandable pleasure in upsetting their schedule, he would leave his carriage and walk, entering peasant huts incognito as a guest. He knew this was the only way to find out how the other half lived.


A visit to Siberia – the first ever by a Romanov – had been planned, but it was at his request that they explored convict settlements and talked to prisoners in chain gangs. When told that many of the men in chains were guilty of murder, he asked why they should be condemned to a living death; ‘Capital punishment could not be more cruel.’ At Tobolsk he asked to meet some of the exiled Decembrists. Their living conditions shocked him, and when he and Zhukovsky put their case in an impassioned plea to the Tsar, improvements in the conditions of their exile were soon sanctioned. Ironically, in view of events some eighty years later, a warm welcome awaited him at the town of Ekaterinburg where he was shown the Mint, the goldfields, and a mineral store where he was presented with examples of jasper, malachite, and gifts including a lapis lazuli inkstand.


In Viatka, north-eastern Russia, he met the exiled revolutionary writer Alexander Herzen. At Zhukovsky’s instigation, he asked his father to allow him to return to St Petersburg. The Tsar replied that this would be unfair to the other exiles, but instead allowed him to settle in a town nearer Moscow. A duly grateful Herzen observed his young benefactor at close range. The young Grand Duke, he noted, lacked his father’s stern expression, as well as ‘the hoarse, abrupt, utterance of his uncle Constantine’, and seemed more friendly than both.


After seeing much of ‘our mother Russia’, visiting thirty provinces in only seven months, he felt he had learnt to love and respect it even more; ‘we may be proud that we belong to Russia and call her our motherland’.9 The next stage of his education was a tour of Europe to see other royal courts and, no less importantly, eligible princesses. Visiting Copenhagen in the summer of 1838, he caught a cold which rapidly turned to bronchitis, and was confined to bed for several days. For three months he was unable to throw off his racking cough and fever. Throughout the summer he stayed in Ems, with Zhukovsky anxiously watching by his bedside until he recovered. Once up and about he was twice observed by the perceptive Marquis de Custine, who noted at first the gentle, well-meaning expression on his face, but a disturbing contrast between youthful smiling eyes and a constant contraction of the mouth, suggesting a lack of frankness and perhaps concealed sadness as well. A second meeting produced a less favourable impression; of a complexion no longer fresh, the eyes betraying a melancholy beyond his tender years, a power of dissimulation frightening in one so young, and above all an appearance of suffering. If he should ever come to the throne, de Custine remarked cautiously, ‘he will obtain obedience through the constraint of a gracious character rather than by terror’.10 Others thought him charming and good-natured but weak and colourless, without his father’s strength of purpose, possessed of a retiring spirit which either reflected tact or a disinclination to quarrel.


After the doctors advised that he should spend the winter in southern Europe, the Tsar reluctantly allowed him to convalesce in Italy, and then only on the strict understanding that they should resume their travels in January 1839, despite Zhukovsky’s protests that the Tsarevich was not fully recovered and that to leave warm sunny Italy for the treacherous January and February climate of northern Europe would be unwise. At his age a recurrence of bronchial trouble ‘might well lead to dangerous consequences’. The Tsar’s answer was only to be expected; bad weather should not be allowed to interfere with a soldier’s journey. Zhukovsky’s fears were soon justified, for his young charge was left with persistent bronchial trouble which developed into a painful and chronic asthmatic complaint from which he suffered throughout his life.


After they resumed their journey north, Zhukovsky wrote to the Tsarina with thinly veiled sarcasm that ‘we do not really travel: we gallop. Nothing else is to be done at this time of the year. . . . In all cities and town the few allotted hours are crowded with presentations, balls and banquets, in brief, everything that can be seen in St Petersburg.’11


Nevertheless the Tsarevich would soon accomplish one of the main purposes of his travels. Within fifteen months he would proudly lead his bride to the altar. Tsar Nicholas I had tentatively made up his mind as to who should be the next Empress of Russia. Princess Alexandrine of Baden, he thought, would be suitable for his son, but when the two young people met she made no impression on him. Even so the Tsar was prepared to let his son choose for himself, as long as his bride-to-be was neither Roman Catholic nor commoner. In March General Kavelin suggested to the heir that they should make an unplanned stop in Darmstadt. Maybe it was because the entourage was suffering subsequent exhaustion from too much travel in too little time and needed a rest, as Zhukovsky suggested; maybe he had other motives. The Tsarevich had no intention of spending what the poet called ‘a possibly dull evening’ with their host Louis II, Grand Duke of Hesse, but reluctantly agreed to stop at the quiet German town. The Grand Duke invited them all to the theatre and supper at the palace afterwards.


If he had intended the imperial heir to fall under the spell of his daughter Princess Marie of Hesse, his plan could not have worked better. At fourteen Marie was still a child but tall for her age, intelligent and self-possessed without appearing too precocious. Early maturity had owed something, perhaps, to the unhappiness of her childhood; her parents had been estranged for some years before her mother’s death from consumption, when Marie was eleven. It was said that not only had she been born several years after her parents ceased to live together, but also that the Grand Duke’s master of the horse was her father, and that the Grand Duke had only acknowledged her as his daughter in order to avoid scandal. Such gossip made no difference to the smitten Tsarevich, who probably suspected that it was a ploy to try and put him off her. To Zhukovsky it was evident that the future Tsar had become a changed man, passionately in love with the girl. With or without his parents’ consent he was determined to consider himself betrothed to her, even declaring at one point that he would sooner abandon the succession than give her up. Before he left Darmstadt she gave him a locket containing a piece of her hair.


When he reached The Hague a few days later to stay with his aunt Anna, Princess of Orange, and her family, to celebrate Easter and his twenty-first birthday, she was impressed with his ‘tact, grace and dignity, with a naturalness which charms’. Most importantly she wrote to the Tsar assuring him that ‘I am certain that the differences of places and objects have not distracted him from the principal goal which was to occupy him’.12 Though the Tsar and Tsarina were less than wholehearted in their approval of their son’s choice and initially refused their consent, they gave permission after he proved obdurate. Rumours of her uncertain parentage disturbed them less than reports that her health might be unequal to such a calling. The last princess from Darmstadt to marry into the Romanovs, Grand Duchess Natalie, first wife of Tsar Paul I, had died in childbirth after a labour lasting five days, and a post-mortem revealed a curious bone malformation which would have made it impossible for her to produce a living child. Moreover it was feared – and time would prove them right – that Marie might have inherited her mother’s consumption. In addition the Tsarina, a daughter of Queen Louise of Prussia, considered the Hesse family grossly inferior to the Hohenzollerns and Romanovs.


Whether unofficially betrothed or not, the Tsarevich had to continue his itinerary. Next on the schedule was England, where he was to spend a few days as the guest of Queen Victoria. Not quite twenty years of age herself and still unmarried, she found him charming although not a perfect Adonis; ‘he is tall with a fine figure, a pleasing open countenance without being handsome, fine blue eyes, a short nose and a pretty mouth with a sweet smile’.13 While she acknowledged that Tsar Nicholas I ‘was not a person to be trusted or encouraged’, she admitted that she found his son ‘certainly irresistible’, and after a ball at Buckingham Palace on the evening of 10 May, which lasted until 3.15 the next morning, she decided that they were ‘great friends already and get on very well’. According to Zhukovsky the Tsarevich himself was suitably impressed with England, and after a three day stay at Windsor, as well as visits to Westminster, the British Museum, Woolwich, Ascot and Oxford, he was full of praise for the English; ‘he liked the way they work and what he called “the neatness and greenness” of their countryside’.14


At the end of May he returned to The Hague, and with his parents’ permission he made his way to Darmstadt where plans for his betrothal had just begun. Yet Marie was not yet fifteen, and he would have to bide his time. Soon after he returned to Russia, his father began to introduce him to the business of state, encouraging him to study official documents and become more closely acquainted with his ministers.


Towards the closing weeks of 1839 the Tsarevich returned to Darmstadt, and in April 1840 his engagement to Princess Marie was officially announced. A few weeks after her sixteenth birthday in August, the party set out for Russia. In December she was received into the Orthodox Church and was given the names Marie Alexandrovna. On 16/28 April 1841, the eve of the groom’s twenty-third birthday, they were married in the Chapel of the Winter Palace.


The young couple were given apartments in the Anichkov Palace, and for a while they were blissfully happy in the company of each other. The Tsarevna had wide-ranging intellectual interests, and she soon persuaded her husband to take a more intelligent and well-informed interest in literature, philosophy, music and poetry. Though he could never become a wholehearted patron of the arts, their court still became the focus for a group of intellectually minded friends who spent their evenings in conversation or dancing, listening to music, and reading aloud. Despite state censorship in Russia that forbade newspapers and journals to publish any information about or criticism of government affairs, the reign of Tsar Nicholas I witnessed a golden age of literature, with the publication of work by Pushkin, Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Gogol and Leomontov. Paradoxically they were critical of the repressive regime, and censors who attempted to prohibit or interfere with the publication of their writings had limited success. In spite of his negative historical reputation, the Tsar was no philistine. He had been an admirer of the novels of Sir Walter Scott since meeting him while on a visit to Britain in 1816, and he attended the first performance of Gogol’s The Government Inspector at the Alevandrinsky Theatre. His sister-in-law Helen, wife of Tsar Alexander I’s youngest son Michael, was renowned for her soirées at which the Tsarevich and Tsarevna were regular guests mingling with musicians, men of letters and patrons of the arts. The Tsar gave her carte blanche to invite whom she wished, even writers whose work was officially banned, and who probably did not hesitate to criticize the regime, albeit diplomatically, in her presence. Such meetings influenced the Tsarevich in his resolve to change matters and allow greater freedom from a climate of admittedly ineffectual censorship once he ascended the imperial throne.


The Tsarevna’s relations with her parents-in-law left much to be desired. A shy and retiring girl of only sixteen with a sheltered upbringing, it was only to be expected that she found the towering figure of the Tsar imposing, not to say alarming. Although he could be genial towards his family, she never overcame her shyness in his presence. Her manner was inclined to be stiff, and smart members of St Petersburg society complained that she seemed cold and distant, lacked charm, had no conversation and no taste in dress. Behind her back they called her ‘la petite bourgeoise allemande’, making fun of her religious fervour and fondness for music and poetry. The bitter damp Russian climate did not agree with her delicate health. As feared she had indeed inherited her mother’s frailty of physique, and the climate brought on a racking cough and intermittent recurring fever in winter, which became worse with age.


Her first years in her adopted country were brightened by the presence of her elder brother Prince Alexander, who was initially treated with great favour at court. On his arrival in Russia he was promoted to first lieutenant in the Chevaliers Gardes, and two months later became a colonel. His military career went from strength to strength, culminating in his appointment in 1850 as commander of the guards cuirassiers. However he disgraced himself by spurning the Tsar’s wish to marry his niece, Grand Duchess Catherine Michaelovna, and falling in love instead with Countess Julie of Hauke, one of the Tsarevna’s ladies-in-waiting. As such a marriage would never meet with imperial sanction they slipped out of the empire and married in secret at Breslau, Germany, in October 1851. For his sins the Tsar dismissed Prince Alexander from the Russian army and stripped him of his rank of general, so he volunteered for service in the imperial Austrian army instead. The Tsarevich pleaded successfully for the restoration of his Russian military status, and Emperor Francis Joseph created him a general in the Austrian army. By the time he retired in 1862 he had seen service in two more wars and received the rare accolade of being awarded the highest decorations of valour from four countries.*


Within a year of their marriage the Tsarevich and Tsarevna had become parents. Their first child, a daughter Alexandra, was born at Tsarskoe-Selo in August 1842, and a son Nicholas thirteen months later. Six more children followed in due course: Alexander (1845), Vladimir (1847), Alexis (1850), another daughter Marie (1853), Serge (1857) and finally Paul (1860). These regular pregnancies took their toll on the mother’s strength, and after the birth of the last she withdrew increasingly from court life as her health declined.


Alexander was a devoted father. He hung portraits of Marie and the children on the walls of his study at Tsarskoe-Selo, his desk was covered with miniatures of them, and while the youngsters were small he liked to let them play on the floor of his study beside him while he worked. At the suggestion of his wife English nannies, already employed at some of the German courts, were engaged to look after them.


Sadly Alexandra, the only child who never reached maturity, succumbed to infant meningitis on 16/28 June 1849 at the age of six. ‘We have lost our little angel this morning,’ the Tsarina’s lady-in-waiting Marianne von Grancy wrote to Prince Charles of Hesse. ‘God willing He will support [the mother] in this trial, for in the state in which she finds herself strong emotions can prove fatal. She has been admirable in her soul throughout this long and cruel illness . . .’15 The child’s equally grief-stricken father treasured her blue silk dress for the rest of his life.


In addition to new parental responsibilities, the Tsarevich became ever more closely involved with the work of his father’s government. He respected his wife’s judgment and regularly sought her opinion, taking state papers home for them to read together, as well as blunt reports on the condition of the country and people which officials thought were too hard-hitting for the eyes of the Tsar, accustomed to believing that all was well with his empire and subjects and reluctant to acknowledge otherwise. As the Tsarina’s health deteriorated she went more frequently to the German spas, the Tsar accompanying her and leaving his eldest son to act as unofficial regent in his absence. Becoming familiar with the personnel of the higher civil and military administration in Russia, he became the best-prepared heir apparent ever to succeed to the Russian throne.


If he lacked confidence in his own judgment where matters of statecraft were concerned, Zhukovsky was always there to offer words of warning and much needed encouragement. ‘Far from being an unlimited privilege, autocracy is a fearful responsibility,’ he advised the Tsar-in-waiting. ‘You must train your will to join your vision, and the acceptance of any measure – once you know it to be good – must at once be followed by action, no matter what opposition you find.’16 Opposition was to be found everywhere; adverse economic conditions in the Russian empire, illiteracy and oppression, and obstructive or inept ministers. When the Tsarevich came close to being overwhelmed by despair, as had so often been the case when he was a boy in the schoolroom, confronted by seemingly insoluble mathematical questions, Zhukovsky gently asked him if the Grand Duchess, his wife, had found it easy to study and learn Russian. It had been a hard struggle, Alexander confirmed. The analogy was self-evident, the poet told him; ‘Her Imperial Highness is a good exemplar.’


So were some of the writings that came his way in spite of the occasionally strong but often erratic arm of official censorship. In 1847 he received a copy of the Contemporary Review, the first periodical to publish the work of Turgenev. The stark portrayal of Russian peasant life in Sovreménnik (Sportsman’s Sketches), particularly in the short story Khor and Kalinich, made a deep impression on him and his wife when he read it aloud to her – and on many others. Among the Russian intelligentsia the mood was changing. Intellectuals were starting to look around themselves and appreciate that the peasantry were flesh and blood, not representatives of an inferior species. Turgenev’s writings did more than anything else to bring home to them awareness of the terrible living conditions, squalor and sheer misery of those who had the misfortune to be born into a way of life (if not living death) which condemned them to a pitiless existence in a climate which comprised three parts winter gloom and one part searing summer heat, crammed into rotting, leaking wooden huts where they perished from cold, malnutrition or hunger when harvest failed. Under such circumstances, short life expectancy could only be a blessing. As a young man the Tsarevich had seen much of this with his own eyes, and Turgenev’s powerful writings, it was said, ‘illuminate[d] for him the unquenchable humanity which somehow managed to survive that degradation’.17


At the same time it stiffened his resolve to do more for them than pay mere lip-service once he was in a position to do so. He chaired a committee which his father had called, to study and change the conditions of serfdom, although bureaucracy put paid to the implementation of its recommendations. Despite Tsar Nicholas I’s time-honoured reactionary image he was an advocate of reform, albeit at a cautious pace, and described serfdom as a ‘flagrant evil’, though taking steps to eradicate it was probably not high on his list of priorities. Even if it was, subsequent history would show that a combination of inertia and obstruction from vested interests were a match for any sovereign intent on altering the status quo.


Certain matters were beyond the reach of the Tsarevich and sometime regent. In 1846 Zhukovsky appealed passionately for clemency or remission of sentences on behalf of the Decembrist mutineers exiled to Siberia for life at the beginning of the reign some twenty years earlier. Reminding Tsar Nicholas of the happiness he had found with his family, could he not ‘think what the return to the light of their homes will mean to him’. Yet the sovereign remained deaf to their entreaties. Where he was concerned, from a sentence of ‘penal servitude for life’ there could be no remission.


Yet the enlightened views of pupil and tutor were not proof against the shadow of revolution which shook much of Europe in 1848. From Baden, where he was nursing his sick wife, Zhukovsky evidently believed that the forces of radicalism had gone too far. Surveying events in Berlin with alarm, he wrote to the Tsarevich in March that it was sad ‘to think that the Prussian monarchy should have been vested by such brigands’. The only hope for them lay in Russia; ‘let her turn away from the West and stand firmly behind her stout high wall’. It was certainly a very different arch-conservative Zhukovsky who could write scathingly that anarchy was everywhere, thanks to the activities of ‘brigands in tatters, drunkards, escaped prisoners, and Jews’.18


Such letters convinced the Tsarevich that the forces of radicalism, and any thoughts of emancipation, had to be resisted, for a time at least. The fears of his mother for her relatives in Berlin, and of his wife for her family at Darmstadt, added to his distress and his conviction that revolution and reform were to be feared. When one of the army regiments under his nominal command was despatched to Hungary to help the Habsburgs put down insurrection, he bid the officers Godspeed in their determination to help save the crown of an imperial ally from ‘the impious clutch of the criminals’.


In Russia censors tightened their grip, banning the works of liberal writers such as Turgenev, Gogol and Pushkin. Universities and schools were put under close supervision, foreign travel was forbidden altogether, public meetings were banned, and police were given full powers to enter any private house or flat on suspicion of ‘untoward activities’. Only the salon of Grand Duchess Helen remained an inviolate forum for the exchange of radical ideas and championship of the writings of suppressed men of letters, many of whom had long been and still remained her close personal friends. While the Tsarevich remained uneasy about some of her opinions he was still on close terms with her, and despite his dread of revolution he could not bring himself to condemn her views as did many other members of the family.


Tsar Nicholas I celebrated the twenty-fifth year of his reign in December 1850. Among the congratulatory messages he received from deputations sent by government officials and servants were several gilded reports from his ministers on the state of Russia during the last twenty-five years, naturally laying much (and thoroughly exaggerated) stress on the glory of his reign. Suitably flattered, he passed them to the Tsarevich to read, writing on one particularly favourable script: ‘God grant that I succeed in handing Russia over to you as I have tried to make her: strong, independent, and beneficent; the best for all of us at no-one’s expense.’19


He was well aware of his son’s faults, notably over-sensitivity and lack of resolve, and once exclaimed in a moment of exasperation that the young man was ‘an old woman’, adding that ‘there will be nothing great done in his time’. All the same he was impressed with what the once unpromising boy had become, above all with his dedication to duty, in the active and interested part he had taken in the work of committees studying serfdom. Even though the Tsarevich had shown a somewhat unseemly interest in liberal politics and ready adherence to the court of Grand Duchess Helen, the Tsar hoped that the events of 1848 had given him a timely warning of the dangers of unfettered liberalism. Perhaps he could be trusted to restrict his reforming zeal to social issues.


Yet the reign of Tsar Nicholas was not destined to end on a note of triumph. By now foreign diplomats in St Petersburg sensed an increasing arrogance in the bearing of the Tsar, who appeared to regard himself as omnipotent. To him true glory meant an expansion in Russian territory, and he saw himself imbued with a mission to fulfil his grandmother Catherine the Great’s dream, namely the acquisition of Constantinople and the Straits. If the other Great Powers of Europe could be persuaded to agree, why should Britain and Russia not divide the European possessions of Turkey, ‘the sick man of Europe’? He was unaware of the resentment his high-handedness had provoked among other European sovereigns. Even when his ministers made it clear to him that Britain and France were not prepared to accept such a strategy, he felt he could still count on the support of Austria, in return for Russia’s part in helping the Habsburg empire suppress the revolutions of 1848.


In July 1853 he sent troops into the Danubian principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, technically part of the Turkish Empire but nominally under Russian protection. When the Sultan of Turkey demanded immediate withdrawal and received a firm refusal, he declared war on Russia. Britain and France jointly insisted on Russian evacuation, and as the Tsar held firm they declared war in March 1854, with Emperor Francis Joseph of Austria promising diplomatic support.


Never a soldier at heart, the Tsarevich hated the very idea of war, but to oppose his father’s policies was unthinkable. While there was mass inefficiency, corruption and an astonishing lack of medical supplies on both sides, with massive casualties from disease as much as fighting, no amount of courage on the part of Russian forces could make up for bad organization. The Tsar had to face the fact that his empire’s system had failed. One military reverse followed another, and he gradually lost heart. With frustration and distress the Tsarevich watched the commander-in-chief, Prince Menshikov, make one blunder after another, and in February 1855 he replaced him with the more able Michael Gorchakov.


Tsar Nicholas I was already seriously ill. It was not in his nature to contemplate anything other than a quick, easy victory for Russia. Cold reality and bitter disappointment shattered him; a severe cold that developed into pneumonia, and a suspected collapsed lung, did the rest. His declining health had been kept secret until the last moment, and only two days after Menshikov’s dismissal, Russia learnt that His Imperial Majesty was dead. It was rumoured that he had taken his own life in despair after recognizing the inevitability of Russian defeat. Shortly before his death on 18 February/2 March, so official accounts and biographies of both monarchs read, he called his family around the rough camp bed on which he had always slept and on which he would go to join his forefathers, and told his son that he was handing over his command, but not in the good order which he would have wished. The loyal weeping son told his dying father how it was his earnest wish that in Heaven he would pray faithfully for their Russia and that he himself would receive divine assistance, while with his last breath the Tsar exhorted him to ‘hold on to everything’.
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