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A map of the Russian Empire in 1914, showing major cities and the Trans-Siberian and Chinese Eastern Railways. The Russian Empire borders Austria-Hungary in the west, includes Poland and the Grand Duchy of Finland, and borders the Ottoman Empire and China to the south.








Introduction


‘This man was unique,’ a famous Russian writer observed of Rasputin. ‘One of a kind, like a character out of a novel, he lived in legend, he died in legend, and his memory is cloaked in legend.’ Nadezhda Lokhvitskaya, known by her nom de plume of ‘Teffi’, had the rare distinction of being read and enjoyed by both Tsar Nicholas II and Vladimir Ilich Lenin. She also happened to be one of the many women whom Rasputin attempted to seduce, yet he certainly met his match in her case.


My fascination with Rasputin dates back a long way, even before I started researching my previous book Russia: Revolution and Civil War. How on earth could a barely literate peasant from Siberia have had such a devastating effect on the course of history? He had no official position. He had no forces at his command. He was a devoted monarchist, not a revolutionary. And yet, unintentionally, he contributed more than any other individual to the collapse of the greatest autocracy in the world. The poet Alexander Blok, who worked on the Extraordinary Commission examining the whole question just after the February Revolution of 1917, wrote:


Whoever this man was, the sphere of his influence was enormous. His days passed amidst the unique atmosphere of hysterical adoration and permanent hatred: some prayed to him, others sought to destroy him. The uniqueness of the lecherous moujik who was killed by a shot in the back at Yusupov’s ‘party with a gramophone’ was above all due to the fact that the bullet that finished him off struck the very heart of the ruling dynasty.


Yet the striking image of that bullet destroying the Tsarist regime is far too simplistic. The mortal wounds were cumulative, and had already been inflicted.


The imperial officer corps was so demoralised by the exaggerated accounts of political and financial corruption, to say nothing of the totally untrue stories of Rasputin’s debauchery with the Empress and even her daughters, that when the February Revolution broke out in 1917 hardly a single sword was raised in defence of the Tsar. Seldom has the cause-and-effect chain of history been so influenced by a single man of humble origins and by wild rumours. Rasputin’s importance provides an intriguingly different angle on the so-called great man theory of history.


There is another aspect to what Teffi called ‘the legend’ which is equally intriguing. The myths and the lies which swirled around him were the fake news of their day. Rasputin himself was partly responsible for them through boasting of his connections with the imperial family. Yet the consequences reveal the phenomenon, all too often overlooked by historians, that rumour and conspiracy theories can produce even more powerful effects than reality.


Rasputin and the Downfall of the Romanovs is not a conventional biography, although the extraordinary story of the relationship between the Siberian peasant and the imperial family naturally provides its core. The story serves to focus on that no-man’s-land between truth and myth, between fact and fantasy, which is an essential part of the story of Rasputin and, increasingly, of our own today.


When, early in 1868, the Dowager Empress was pregnant with her firstborn, the future Tsar Nicholas II, she is said to have been traumatised by a prediction or a dream. She became terrified that her son would be killed by a Russian peasant, a moujik. According to Professor Alexander Bokhanov and others, all her life she ‘lived under the pressure of the prophecy’. So, when she suddenly heard thirty-eight years after the dream that her son and daughter-in-law had become besotted with a peasant called Rasputin, she was horrified. Within the Romanov family, she led the opposition to his influence at court.


In 1919, Rasputin’s daughter Maria told Nikolai Sokolov, the investigator into the massacre of the imperial family, that the Tsar had told her father that he knew he would be killed by a peasant. Professor Bokhanov wrote that the Dowager Empress heard this prediction from an unnamed old woman. Yet in the central Russian state archive there is a so-called ‘Diary of Rasputin’ with the dramatic dream in full, supposedly relayed to Rasputin by the Empress Alexandra. In this version, the Tsar’s mother asked an old family wet-nurse to interpret it. The ‘Diary’, which was deposited in the archive in the early 1920s, has been denounced as a fraud by experts, and yet the story clearly has a strong element of veracity. The forger must have known Rasputin or a close member of his entourage very well. At any rate, the whole story was well known within the imperial family.


An old friend and neighbour of ours in the country, Princess Olga Romanoff, heard of her great-grandmother’s dream from her father Prince Andrei. He also happened to be the brother of the beautiful Grand Duchess Irina married to Prince Yusupov, Rasputin’s assassin. For all these reasons, the dream, whether true or false, is a good example of Teffi’s comment that Rasputin’s life was ‘cloaked in legend’. Above all, it emphasises the fundamental fact that when it came to Rasputin’s effect on the course of events, perception was far more powerful than reality.


His vertiginous rise to influence was so improbable that it gripped not just Greater Russia, but foreign countries too. Most press accounts simply expressed disgust in one form or another. Yet, fortunately for the historian, a number of highly intelligent men and women observed him closely and their accounts are the most illuminating. Rasputin’s own published works were so heavily edited by those around him, including the Tsaritsa herself, that little of his own chaotic utterances remains. The only exceptions, which must be treated with great caution, are a handful of newspaper interviews.


One should not forget the saying of the great nineteenth-century poet Feodor Tyutchev that Russia cannot be understood with the mind alone. Neither can Rasputin. He combined spiritual innocence and rampant lust; intense religious faith and cynical opportunism; boasting and paranoia; instinctive generosity and cupidity; self-knowledge and fantasy. He convinced himself that he genuinely loved women, yet he sometimes resorted to rape. All the paradoxes of his character, as well as the astonishing story of his life and death, defy conventional logic.


NOTE ON DATES


Since the narrative finishes before the Bolshevik government changed dates to the Gregorian calendar on 31 January 1918, all early-twentieth-century dates are given in the Old Style Julian calendar, which was thirteen days behind that used in the West.


Russian names are given in transliterated form yet mostly without patronymics to save space. I have also followed the usual practice of giving Tsars the anglicised version of their names. Nicholas II was referred to often as the Emperor, or the Sovereign, and I have followed the form used in the original correspondence or description. The wife of Tsar Nicholas, the Tsaritsa, was most frequently referred to as the Empress Alexandra Fyodorovna. The Tsarevich was described also as the Heir, or Alexei Nikolaevich.
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Crossroads in Siberia


Just beyond the Ural Mountains, the village of Pokrovskoe lies along the bank of the River Tura. This rough settlement, which included the family home of Grigory Efimovich Rasputin, could hardly have provided a greater contrast with the life of the Tsar of All the Russias. Yet it so happened that on 27 April 1918, Pokrovskoe was on the route taken by the Red Guards escorting the Tsar and Tsaritsa on their final journey to Ekaterinburg. The parents had left Tobolsk accompanied only by their eighteen-year-old daughter Maria. They had been forced for the moment to leave behind the Tsarevich Alexei, who was ill, and their other three daughters.


Because ice remained on the Tura, the royal prisoners could not travel by the usual riverboat, a paddle-wheel steamer. The former Empress Alexandra Fyodorovna and Grand Duchess Maria travelled in a tarantass, an elongated open conveyance with a canvas hood. Nicholas, the deposed Tsar, made no complaint at the jolting of his rustic cart, a crude two-wheeled aba, which lurched crazily at every pothole along the muddy route between the river and the forest of birch and pine.


The small convoy halted in Pokrovskoe at midday to change horses. They found themselves opposite the Rasputin family home. The Tsaritsa stood staring at the two-storeyed wooden building. She knew all about the birthplace of the peasant Man of God they had called ‘Our Friend’. Two years before, Rasputin had predicted that ‘Willing or unwilling they will come to Tobolsk, and they will see my village before they die.’ Hidden among their luggage she had four icons he had given them as well as all his letters, which she treasured.


A year and four months before, Alexandra Fyodorovna had heard with baffled horror how news of his murder was greeted. Performances in Petrograd theatres were interrupted and audiences jumped up to cheer and sing the national anthem, ‘God Save the Tsar’. His assassins had been fervent monarchists, not revolutionaries. Yet, as she constantly told herself, only the privileged had rejoiced. One high-born lady who had excitedly announced the news to a ward full of wounded soldiers had been greeted by a hostile silence. ‘Yes,’ a soldier finally said to her, speaking for his comrades. ‘There was only one moujik who ever got close to the throne, and the lords and masters murdered him.’


While the Tsaritsa remained deep in thought, Grand Duchess Maria made a hurried sketch of the house. Rasputin’s widow, Praskovya Fyodorovna, and two of their children gazed back at the imperial party in fearful fascination from a window. Suddenly, one of the Red Guards realised what was happening. He began shouting and brought his rifle to the shoulder. Praskovya pulled her family back out of sight.
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The hurried sketch of Rasputin’s house in Pokrovskoe by Grand Duchess Maria before the Bolshevik guards realised what was happening.


This incident took place just three months before a Bolshevik detachment in Ekaterinburg herded the Tsar, the Tsaritsa, the Tsarevich and the four Grand Duchesses down into the cellar of the ‘House of Special Purpose’ to be slaughtered. These Red Guards had covered the walls leading downstairs with obscene graffiti. They depicted Rasputin ‘with bare and exaggerated genitals’, and another of him receiving oral sex from the Empress. Along with all his family, Nicholas II, Tsar of All the Russias, was then murdered not by a single moujik as his mother had feared but by a group of them, firing into flesh and bone at point-blank range. Rasputin had indeed been wrong when he predicted to the Tsar ‘that moujiks would never kill him and that it was going to be an intellectual who would’.


For the Bolsheviks there appeared to be a form of poetic justice in the way that the last of the Romanovs should be killed on the road to Siberia, where they had exiled so many of their opponents over the centuries. Yet their own victims, dispatched eastwards to the camps for deadly labour, would suffer even more than their fellow revolutionaries who had plotted against the old regime.


Ever since the early seventeenth century, the vastness of Siberia with its huge rivers, tundra and silent forests had offered opportunities, whether for fur-trading, fishing, farming, timber or gold. It had long provided the Tsarist government with an obvious form of punishment, through sentences of exile or forced labour further east along the ‘road of chains’.


Siberia was a different country to Great Russia west of the Urals. It had neither serfdom nor large estates. With its untamed woodland and wild animals, this seemingly endless region was marked by the violent attempts to conquer it. Although haunted by savage folk tales and semi-animist beliefs, Siberians tended to be much more independent, even anarchic in outlook. They were also self-reliant, a necessary quality in a land of such cruel conditions.
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A Siberian village with a troika of horses pulling an improvised sleigh.


Grigory Rasputin’s father Efim was a poor but industrious peasant. The family name, a common one in Siberia, means crossroads. Like many of his fellow villagers, Efim turned his hand to different trades according to the season. On a small plot of land he grew cabbages, made hay and kept a dozen or so horses and cattle. He joined others fishing in the River Tura for sterlet, taimen, trout, pike and sturgeon. For certain periods, he worked the main post road from Tobolsk to Tyumen as a carter of goods or conveying passengers in his own tarantass. In winter its wheels were replaced by runners, turning it into a sleigh, because business increased when the frozen Tura became no longer navigable by paddle steamer.


Efim had married in 1862. His wife Anna lost their first four babies. Finally, in January 1869, a son survived. At his christening he was named after the Cappadocian mystic St Grigory of Nyssa. The lack of reliable records later stimulated the invention of numerous stories about the boy’s childhood and youth. He never had a brother who supposedly died after the two of them went swimming together in the river. And the popular story that when ill in bed he identified a horse thief in the village is very probably another myth, created subsequently to bolster his reputation as a soothsayer. Grigory Efimovich Rasputin, known as ‘Grisha’, was also believed to be a horse whisperer and was frequently vilified as a horse thief, although no charges were ever made against him. He was, however, remembered as a drunken troublemaker in his youth.


As well as its pot-house for the sale of vodka, Pokrovskoe had a white church with green domes and a tower, a post-station, a simple shop selling agricultural implements and a wooden landing stage on piles driven into the riverbed. Mud-caked pigs were herded along the bank by peasant women wearing head-kerchiefs and brightly coloured overskirts held up by broad shoulder straps.


The Rasputin family home was an izba made of logs caulked with moss. The only external decoration consisted of elaborately carved window frames. It had a separate outbuilding, a gornitsa, for lodging guests and pilgrims. Inside the family sanctum, small oil lamps illuminated crudely painted icons while cockroaches hid in dark corners. As well as cabbage soup, Grigory’s mother cooked fish soup. It remained his favourite food even during the period of his greatest fame before his death. At his apartment in St Petersburg during the First World War he would dip into the large tureen with his unwashed hands, picking out chunks of fish to offer to his high-born lady followers. Few would reject this mark of approval.
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Young Rasputin


In the summer of 1886, when Rasputin was just seventeen, he met a young peasant woman called Praskovya Dubrovina during a religious feast at the Monastery of Abalak. With fair hair and deep-brown eyes, Praskovya was more than three and a half years older than him. She was ‘a simple but intelligent woman’. He courted her for six months, married her and brought her back to Pokrovskoe to live in the family izba, according to custom. Apart from his later infidelities, which did not seem to concern her, Rasputin generally treated her well, and she in turn proved a deeply loyal wife.


Years later Metropolitan Veniamin recounted a highly unlikely story of Rasputin’s about Praskovya and his earliest search for religious faith. The Empress had asked Rasputin to dictate to her the story of his life. She then instructed Veniamin to rewrite it in the same notebook bound in yellow saffiano leather, rendering it into a more literary style. Praskovya at first ‘did not believe in her husband’s holiness’, the Empress had written. ‘He then offered to give her proof. They got into a rowing boat on a local river, and he claimed that this boat then went upriver on its own, without oars being used. After that, Grigory Efimovich (as he usually was addressed) decided to “walk around the holy places” as was a common practice among pious peasants, pilgrims and wanderers.’


A rather more credible account suggests that his spiritual transformation came after losing three children in infancy. Rasputin and Praskovya’s firstborn, a son, died at six months. Rasputin, shaken by the tragedy, is said to have walked to the Monastery of Verkhoturye to seek guidance from a famous hermit called Makary. In the end, out of seven pregnancies, only three children survived: two daughters, Matryona (who later changed her name to Maria) and Varvara, and a son, Dmitry.


‘Something happened in my father’s life when I was still a little girl,’ his daughter Maria stated when interrogated in December 1919 during the civil war by White authorities in Irkutsk. ‘This changed both his own life and the subsequent life of our entire family. My father had lived as an ordinary peasant before that, working on the land. Then, all of a sudden he left his family and became a pilgrim. Something must have happened in his soul: he stopped smoking, drinking and eating meat, and he went on a pilgrimage.’


[image: A black-and-white photograph of a young Rasputin and his three children: Maria, Varvara and Dmitry.]


Rasputin with his three children, Maria, Varvara and Dmitry.


Rasputin told so many different versions of his early life to different people that it is impossible to establish a clear chronology, although the start of his years of pilgrimage probably took place before he was thirty. Even his motives are not entirely clear. He was certainly fascinated by people and by the mystical aspects of Orthodoxy, yet he knew he did not want to be a priest and was far too restless to be a hermit or a monk submitting to an imposed discipline.


On other occasions, Maria said that he had received the call from God one day when he was ploughing. ‘Coming to the end of a furrow he lifted his head and was dazzled by a marvellous radiance that emanated from a glorious apparition. Before him in the sky, veiling the sun from him, was the Holy Virgin, looking at him and making gestures with her hand.’ Rasputin saw her as the exact image of the icon of the Virgin of Kazan, the most sacred icon in Russia. He fell to his knees in prayer, ‘determined to obey the command that the celestial vision had given him’. He repeated this version to almost everyone, including the Tsar, but many, including some fellow villagers, remained dubious.


Rasputin recounted later that he went to consult the hermit Makary again about the significance of his vision. So, taking up his pilgrim’s staff and a pouch prepared by his faithful Praskovya with some dried bread, tea leaves and sugar, he set out on the 500-kilometre journey to Verkhoturye in the Urals. After praying at the reliquary containing the bones of St Simeon the Just in the great Monastery of St Nicholas, he carried on to the Blessed Makary’s hut almost a dozen kilometres away deep in the forest. The holy elder lived alone surrounded by his beloved chickens, with whom he conversed, no doubt on theology.


Makary, evidently impressed by his spiritual zeal, urged the illiterate Rasputin to learn to read and study the scriptures. When Rasputin eventually returned home in 1897 or soon afterwards, he announced his intention to take to the road as a wandering pilgrim, a strannik. Praskovya cannot have been pleased to be abandoned but she appears to have accepted his decision. The calling was respected as ‘an extremely characteristic Russian phenomenon’. His father, on the other hand, is said to have been angered at the prospect of losing his family farmworker.


Stranniki were typically nineteenth-century Russian pilgrims in the sense that they had no particular goal: they moved from one monastery or holy place to another across the vast land mass in their search for God and understanding. There were hundreds of thousands of them, perhaps even a million. Around the time of Rasputin’s birth some 170,000 visited the Monastery of the Caves in Kiev each year. Tolstoy, with his very mixed feelings about the official Orthodox Church, admired stranniki. He even walked for five days dressed as a strannik with a little sack from Moscow home to Yasnaya Polyana. His anarchist sympathies may have influenced him because the Tsarist authorities regarded them as disruptive vagabonds. In War and Peace the devout Maria Bolkonskaya, bullied by her tyrannical father, envies the stranniki and is tempted to become one herself. The vast majority were of peasant stock, yet there were even a few nobles and officers from Imperial Life Guard regiments who had received the call.


A true strannik, especially those who had made an oath of penance, wore little more than rags or jute sacks and walked barefoot, carrying heavy chains. They would knock at the door of a peasant family’s izba to beg for shelter and food. In exchange for lodging, the strannik would recount the story of his travels and religious experiences. The following morning he would usually be given some dried bread to keep him going on the road to the next monastery, where he would pray for those who had shown him kindness. At the monastery he would stay in a simple lodge built to house poor travellers and pilgrims. Most remained for just a night, while others remained for weeks or months, studying and praying with the monks.


On his pilgrimages Rasputin would work in fields and barns with peasants he met to earn a little money, which would often be stolen later by robbers. Although still semi-illiterate, Rasputin was absorbing knowledge wherever he could find it while searching for spiritual guidance. He had a good memory and learned many passages from the Holy Scriptures, which he would quote at the slightest opportunity. While speaking he twisted his long russet beard, often jerking his limbs and uttering enigmatic and ungrammatical phrases. In church he could not stand still and kept crossing himself. His insatiable curiosity also led to him asking very direct questions, which some found impertinent.


Whether or not some of Rasputin’s religious experiences and visions were brought on by starvation, which was the case with many mystics, he clearly believed in them. On Rasputin’s return to Pokrovskoe, his family and acquaintances saw that a profound change had taken place. He began to hold impromptu prayer meetings in the cellar of the family izba, much to the anger of the local priest, who saw this as a deliberate threat to his authority. Like many spiritual seekers Rasputin was inspired by the wilderness, but he loved singing and also dancing, which encouraged the local priest to denounce him for organising orgies.


In 1900, restless once again, Rasputin set off on foot for the Orthodox Church’s sacred peninsula of Mount Athos. He was accompanied by his friend and fellow wanderer Dmitry Ivanovich Pecherkin from Kuligi, a village some 300 kilometres from Pokrovskoe. No women or beardless men, not even chickens or cows, were allowed on the rocky promontory. Rasputin hated the atmosphere and the absence of women. He wanted to leave, apparently after witnessing the rape of a young monk by elders. Pecherkin, however, decided to stay and remained there for almost thirteen years.


Although Rasputin could be tactile with men as well as with women, he showed no indication of any homosexual tendency. His sensuality was fixated on women, as was his idea of temptation, sin and repentance. Life was an internal struggle between good and evil, between spirituality and the longings of the flesh. The Tsar’s head of security, General Spiridovich, wrote later on the basis of police agent reports: ‘He used to lie on a bed with a naked woman, talking to her while forcing himself to conquer the desire to possess her.’ This curious mortification of the flesh had echoes of the forbidden Khlyst sect, but every investigation into Rasputin concluded that he had never belonged to it.


No Christian country had as many religious sects as Russia, largely because of the savage attempts of Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great to bring their recalcitrant subjects to heel. The imposition of Orthodox liturgy in the seventeenth century led to the great schism forcing ‘Old Believers’ into opposition. Thousands were put to death by torture or burned at the stake, while many thousands more committed suicide. The Russian Orthodox Church suffered a certain disintegration at the periphery. Even into the twentieth century one sect, the Skoptsy, believed in self-castration and mastectomy as ways of getting closer to God.


The Khlysty, who dated back to the seventeenth century, rejected so many of the basic tenets of the Orthodox religion that they were treated as heretics. Their name, which meant the whip, suggested self-flagellation and mutilation, yet their ceremonies in sealed rooms or caverns consisted more of whirling dances to the point of collapse to achieve heightened spiritual states. Overexcited critics claimed that this led on to indiscriminate copulation when it was more likely to have prompted a speaking in tongues. Yet there was a belief, and not just among the Khlysty, that to be saved you had to sin to achieve sincere repentance. This was an idea which clearly appealed to Rasputin, since he tended to use it as his main seduction technique with women. As a result, outraged conservatives later would accuse Rasputin of being a secret Khlyst.


The fact that Rasputin had created an oratory with icons and oil lamps in a cellar under his stable convinced his enemy, the local priest, that he was a covert member of the sect. His jealousy and resentment grew as Rasputin’s fame spread across western Siberia, bringing travellers and pilgrims to pray with him and sing psalms. The pattern of Rasputin’s life was set. He would always evoke either devotion or hatred, but then that was hardly surprising. As the Russian scholar Sir Bernard Pares emphasised, ‘Rasputin’s life was an extraordinary alternation of erotics and devotion.’


In the opinion of Metropolitan Veniamin, Rasputin became a controversial figure because ‘people have always wanted strong sensations … and he ended up in a society where true holiness was never popular, where sin ruled wide and deep. Add to that the incredible fame that could have carried away even a truly holy person. Temptation led Grigory Efimovich astray. Sin proved too strong.’
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The New Reign


Less than twenty years before Nicholas II succeeded to the throne of All the Russias, a German diplomat described the country’s political system as ‘absolutism tempered by assassination’. Three out of Nicholas’s five direct ancestors were killed by the bombs or bullets of revolutionaries, to say nothing of other grand-ducal relatives. Yet his chief terror was having to live up to his autocratic father, Alexander III.


[image: A black-and-white photograph of Tsar Alexander III in military uniform, eyes meeting the camera. A black-and-white photograph of Empress Maria Fyodorovna in an extravagant gown and a sash.]


Tsar Alexander III and Empress Maria Fyodorovna.


Although bald, Tsar Alexander was a bearded mountain of a man. His favourite party trick was to bend a poker or straighten a horseshoe. Poor Nicholas as a boy was made acutely conscious of the fact that his father considered him girlish. He was also small for a Romanov. His cousin, the Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, stood six foot seven. When still Tsarevich, Nicholas had once bitterly asked whether anyone would want to take orders from a dwarf. He also felt cursed at having been born on the Feast of St Job, an ill-omen.


The gentleness of Nicholas’s manner was obvious from ‘his usual tender, shy, slightly sad smile’, as another relative put it. Yet his lack of self-confidence led to a disastrous mixture of obstinacy and indecision. His youthful affair with the prima ballerina Mathilde Kshesinskaya, firmly encouraged by his father, was the expected liaison between a member of the imperial family and a star dancer of the Mariinsky Theatre, yet Nicholas was smitten. ‘I am completely under her spell,’ he wrote in his diary. ‘The pen is trembling in my hand.’*


[image: A black-and-white photograph of Prima ballerina Mathilde Kshesinskaya, posed delicately on a chair and looking off to the left.]


Nicholas’s first love, the prima ballerina Mathilde Kshesinskaya, when he was Tsarevich.


Nobody, however, could have been more single-minded than Nicholas when it came to choosing a wife. Two years before, on 21 December 1891, the twenty-one-year-old Tsarevich wrote in his diary: ‘My dream is one day to marry Alix H[esse]. I have loved her for a long time.’ Princess Alice of Hesse and by Rhine was the granddaughter of Queen Victoria, who had more or less brought her up after the early death of her mother. In the summer of 1891, Alix had come to Russia to stay at Ilynskoe, the country estate of her elder sister Elisabeth, known as ‘Ella’, who had married the Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich, one of Nicholas’s uncles. The main obstacle to the marriage was religion. Even though Alix also loved ‘Nicky’, this shy and withdrawn German princess refused to give up her Lutheran faith as her sister had done. ‘I think it is a sin to change my belief,’ she wrote to him, ‘and I should be miserable all the days of my life, knowing that I had done a wrongful thing.’ Her spiritual tenacity only increased the Tsarevich’s adoration for her, although her determination almost drove him to despair. He found her refusal ‘too sad for words’. Queen Victoria was in any case concerned for her beloved granddaughter. She did not regard Russia, with all its assassinations, to be a safe place.


In April 1894, Alix’s crisis of conscience at converting to the Russian Orthodox Church was finally overcome with help from Queen Victoria at a family gathering in Coburg, who persuaded her that Orthodoxy and Protestantism ‘differ very little from each other’. Her eyes were still red from weeping, but Nicholas was ecstatic at their engagement. Queen Victoria, while pleased that the drama was now settled for the young couple, was also bemused at the idea. Alix was far more English than German. ‘How impossible it seems,’ she wrote in her journal, ‘that gentle little simple Alicky should be the great Empress of Russia.’


Nicholas was equally unsuited for his future role as an autocrat. That chronic lack of confidence was matched by a longing to escape the trappings and responsibilities of power. As a bachelor he had always been happiest outdoors, taking physical exercise, whether playing tennis, swimming or striding through woods with a shotgun and enjoying nature. The only pleasure he took from official life was in the camaraderie of regimental dinners, surrounded by respectful young officers, and the huge parades and manoeuvres of the Imperial Life Guard divisions at Krasnoye Selo, where everything was so magnificently choreographed that it bore no resemblance to the reality of war.


Nobody expected a powerful bear of a man such as Alexander III to die early, unless of course it were from assassination. Yet a terrible crash involving the imperial train on its way back from the Caucasus had damaged his kidneys with fatal effect. His health suddenly deteriorated in the summer of 1894 while Nicholas was in England, at Windsor Castle with his betrothed. By September it was clear that the Tsar had little time left. Nicholas was summoned to join him at the palace of Livadia in the Crimea, and Alix had to pack hurriedly. As future Tsaritsa, she needed to be presented officially to her father-in-law while he was still alive.


Tsar Alexander had assumed for too long that there would be plenty of time to train his son in statecraft. He himself had never received any preparation because his elder brother had been Tsarevich until his sudden death, so with egocentric logic he imagined that training to be a sovereign was not really essential. All he had done was to try to toughen up ‘Nicky’ with a rigid educational programme, early rising, and nothing but a camp bed to sleep on.


Alexander III was an arch-reactionary, the contrary of his father Alexander II, the ‘Tsar Liberator’, who had ended serfdom and wanted to introduce constitutional reform. When he was blown up by a terrorist’s bomb, his son vowed to revive the autocratic tradition mercilessly. Young Nicky was not allowed to forget the importance of strong rule to prevent Russian chaos. His religious tutor, the Ober-Procurator of the Most Holy Synod, drummed into him the belief that the Tsar’s autocracy was sacred. To reduce or tamper with it in any way was heresy. He was also daunted by the popularity his father had enjoyed among the aristocracy. Known as the ‘Peacemaker’, Alexander III had successfully kept Russia out of any major conflicts since 1881.


Father Ioann of Kronstadt, the Tsar’s confessor, regarded by many as the nation’s living saint, was summoned to the Livadia Palace as Alexander’s condition deteriorated rapidly. The badly ailing Tsar absolutely insisted on rising from his sickbed to greet his heir’s future wife. Despite his shrunken body, he had himself dressed in full uniform and decorations to receive and bless the future Empress. It was his last official function.


On the afternoon of 19 October, Alexander III received the last rites of the Orthodox Church from Father Ioann. The Empress Maria Fyodorovna, ‘a small, slender woman’ in contrast to her bear-like husband, turned from her husband’s bed and threw her arms round her future daughter-in-law for support to prevent herself from fainting. The widowed Danish princess was devastated, for her marriage had been a surprisingly happy and faithful one, unlike so many in the Romanov family. She had sent a telegram to her sister Alexandra, the Princess of Wales, begging her to come too but she arrived too late.


Nicholas was shattered. ‘A Saint has died!’ he wrote in his diary the next morning. ‘Lord help us in these painful days.’ His cousin, Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovich, known as Sandro, had also been by the deathbed. He wrote: ‘It seemed that our country had lost the only support that prevented Russia from falling into the abyss. And nobody understood this better than Nicky.’


‘Sandro, what am I going to do?’ Nicholas exclaimed pathetically. ‘What is to become of Russia now? I am not yet ready to be Tsar! I cannot rule an empire. I don’t even know how to talk to the ministers.’


The unexpected death fell almost like a curse on Alix, the new Tsaritsa, betrothed in the black of court mourning. It was also a double tragedy for Nicholas, terrified by his own sense of inadequacy. There was no escape for either of them. An altar was rapidly erected on the lawn in front of the Livadia Palace so that, after swearing the oath in a service conducted by a priest in golden vestments, Tsar Nicholas II was proclaimed Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russias.


A sound of distant thunder could be heard rolling in from the horizon. It was the Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol firing its guns in salute. In St Petersburg, the great bell of St Isaac’s Cathedral ‘slowly tolled the sovereign’s knell’. The Russian Navy’s newest warship, the Pamiat Merkuria, which Tsar Alexander had longed to inspect if only he had been strong enough, made ready to collect his coffin, the start of a long journey around the outside of Europe all the way to St Petersburg.


On 26 November, the Winter Palace was crammed with guests from all over Russia for the wedding of the young Tsar to Alexandra Fyodorovna, as his bride was officially renamed. Representatives of foreign royal houses were present, most notably the Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII, the uncle of the bride. He had urged them not to postpone the marriage despite the period of court mourning. Right from the start events did not progress as planned, with the ceremony delayed by more than an hour. The police had not allowed the bride’s hairdresser, who had forgotten his pass, to enter the palace.


[image: A pencil drawing showing the marriage of Nicholas II and Princess Alexandra in the Winter Palace.]


The wedding of Nicholas II to Princess Alix of Hesse in the Winter Palace, November 1894.


Nicholas wore the uniform of the Life Guards Hussars, a scarlet and gold-frogged dolman with a white pelisse over the left shoulder. Alix, tall and of classic beauty, which reminded some observers of an antique Greek statue, was dressed in silver cloth and lace with a long mantle of gold brocade lined with ermine. The Romanov crown jewels she wore were, of course, conspicuous and dazzling. ‘The Tsar is slightly shorter than his bride,’ Grand Duke Konstantin Konstantinovich noted. The bridal couple were preceded to the church by the Dowager Empress and her father, the old King of Denmark. It was an unfortunate impression at her son’s wedding that she should look so sad and red-eyed from weeping for her dead husband. During the service she broke down sobbing, despite all the attempts of her father to comfort her. Even the bride herself, ‘the Most Devout Majesty Empress Alexandra Fyodorovna’, was later in tears from the strain of the lengthy ceremonies, with another service at the Cathedral of Our Lady of Kazan. It was not much of a wedding night. ‘We sat all evening answering telegrams,’ Nicholas wrote in his diary. ‘We dined at 8 o’clock and collapsed into bed early as she had a terrible headache.’


A great deal of sympathy was felt for the young Tsar and his bride because of the sad circumstances of their marriage and their evident inexperience. The new Tsaritsa was also helped by the popularity of her elder sister Elisabeth of Hesse, married to the Grand Duke Sergei. Alix was welcomed into the Anichkov Palace in St Petersburg by her mother-in-law, where the young couple were to live until their own residence was ready. But the initial warmth between the two empresses did not last long. The Dowager Empress was reluctant to give up her position of influence, especially when it came to her son, the new Tsar, who genuinely needed guidance. Inevitably, the young wife felt cold-shouldered and overshadowed. She pretended not to care, but she must have resented the far greater popularity which the Dowager Empress enjoyed and realised that her mother-in-law appeared to prefer her younger son, the Grand Duke Mikhail.


During this early period of their marriage, the Tsaritsa developed a dislike for St Petersburg. In a city where grandees prided themselves on speaking impeccable French, the anglophone Empress was teased behind her back because of her mistakes and pronunciation. When she tried to speak Russian it was with a pronounced English accent. Above all, she was not a naturally sociable person and did not enjoy entertaining, while her husband had no real friends of his own, apart from his cousin Sandro. So, as a devoted and rather shy couple, they basically preferred each other’s company to that of outsiders, an attitude which the cynical social grandees of the capital despised as almost bourgeois.


There was a striking transformation in the young Empress who had wept so copiously at the prospect of giving up her Lutheran faith, for she soon embraced the Russian Orthodox Church with the blind passion of a convert. Not for a moment did she question its beliefs and myths. As her great friend Lili Dehn wrote later, ‘We are a race apart, our country is one of extreme mysticism and superstition. It is a land of miracles, where holy pictures are believed to shed tears.’


The Tsar made little effort to spend time with statesmen from whose conversation he could have learned a lot. Nicholas had no head for politics and hated it when his ministers demanded decisions. He thoroughly disliked political problems because he feared surprises. It was a fault which came partly from his father’s failure to prepare him for the tasks ahead, never bringing him into meetings or discussions, yet the main fault lay with his own lack of imagination. He had a fixed idea of what his people should think, so he never tried to understand their real feelings. Count Pavel Vassili, a keen observer of the court, wrote: ‘He is utterly incapable of grasping the consequences of his own actions.’ Nicholas was also a fatalist, which meant that he lacked curiosity and a spirit of enquiry.


The solitude in which the imperial family lived, completely cut off from the outside world and any hope of open discussion, was complete. The only reasonably close companions to whom the Tsar allowed a modicum of informality were his utterly loyal military aides-de-camp. In their company he would attend the dinner nights of Imperial Life Guard regiments, where he could relax and drink, and briefly forget he was the Tsar. But the officers seated round the long tables in their magnificent uniforms never forgot who he was. They displayed such loyalty and admiration for their Sovereign, cheering him on his way at the end of an evening which lasted into the early hours, that Nicholas could never imagine a serious threat to the Romanov dynasty.





* After Nicholas ended the liaison, Kshesinskaya took two of his relatives as lovers. When told that it was quite something to have two grand dukes at her feet, she is said to have replied, ‘What’s so surprising about that? I have two feet!’
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The Curse of Khodynka


Supporters of Tsar Nicholas always mentioned his great charm with visitors and the way he put them at their ease. This was no doubt true. In those circumstances he felt perfectly confident, but on public occasions he tended to withdraw into an armour of autocratic formality. The worst and most disastrous example took place in January 1895 when the regional councils, the zemstvos, came to congratulate him on his marriage and his elevation to the throne. This liberal development brought in by Alexander II had surprisingly remained in place throughout the reactionary reign of Nicholas’s father, Alexander III.


Their deputations had been instructed to bring presents for the Tsar with their congratulations. The address of greeting of the zemstvo of Tver, which prided itself on its progressive attitude, was delivered in advance. It expressed hopes that the new Tsar would allow them to resume the role they had been given by his grandfather, Alexander II. All their points were framed with ‘feelings of fervent loyalty’, but the Tsar took a couple of sentences as an almost revolutionary protest against the principle of autocracy. ‘We allow ourselves to indulge in the hope that from the height of the Throne the voice of the nation and the expressions of its desires will be heard and listened to … We expect, Gracious Sovereign, that these representative bodies will be allowed to voice their opinions in matters in which they are concerned.’


All proceeded smoothly when the marshals of the nobility of the various regions presented themselves in the throne room of the Winter Palace. But when the zemstvo delegations arrived on 17 January, the Tsar became agitated. He suddenly attacked ‘those who have indulged in the senseless dreams that the zemstvos could be called to participate in the government of the country. I want everyone to know that I will concentrate all my strength to maintain, for the good of the whole nation, the principle of absolute autocracy, as firmly and as strongly as did my lamented father.’ According to one witness, he started in a low voice which then rose almost to a howl, ‘and in uttering the last words he made with his hand a gesture as if uttering a threat’. His outburst, above all the single word ‘senseless’, reverberated throughout Russia, antagonising not just liberal intellectuals but even moderate supporters of the Tsarist system. Nicholas, on the other hand, was most satisfied that his message had been transmitted so clearly to the nation. He certainly had his young wife’s fullest support.


Within a month of this fiasco, Alexandra Fyodorovna became certain that she was pregnant, her highest duty in the eyes of the nation. This, of course, depended on her producing a male heir. The year of court mourning was not yet over, and her pregnancy also provided her with the excuse to disappear behind a wall of privacy. She longed to escape her mother-in-law’s Anichkov Palace in St Petersburg for the quiet isolation of the Alexander Palace out in Tsarskoe Selo once work on it had finished.


Whether the Tsaritsa’s bad health was partly psychosomatic or not, she clearly suffered intensely during her pregnancy, and not just from morning sickness. The summer months that year were unusually hot, but the birth of their first child in November, although long and difficult, transformed her. The imperial couple were enchanted by their baby daughter, despite the widespread disappointment that it was not a boy. ‘Great joy,’ wrote the Tsar’s sister Xenia, ‘though it’s a shame it’s not a son!’ Many of the older grand ducal cousins and Queen Victoria were also shocked to hear that the Empress intended to breastfeed her own daughter rather than summon a wet-nurse.


[image: A black-and-white photograph shows Tsar Nicholas II emerging from his coronation. There is a grand procession and waiting crowds.]


Tsar Nicholas II, preceded by two officers of the Chevalier Garde, emerges from his coronation.


Breastfeeding had to cease in the following spring of 1896 when Nicholas and Alexandra moved to Moscow for their coronation in May. Their entry into the old capital was made in great state and pomp, with all the bells of the Kremlin ringing out. The Tsar was mounted on a grey, the Tsaritsa rode in one golden carriage and the Dowager Empress in another. They were escorted by regiments of Imperial Life Guards in full dress uniform, both infantry and cavalry. The reaction of the Muscovite crowds was muted. Only the Dowager Empress received sympathetic cheers. And yet the young Tsar and Tsaritsa loved the traditional Russian character of the ancient capital. They both disliked St Petersburg, Peter the Great’s ‘window on the west’, for being too European and thus liberal.


The coronation took place on 14 May in the Kremlin, in the white Cathedral of the Dormition with its gilded cupolas. The interior and its five-tiered iconostasis were lit by thousands of candles. Medals and decorations of foreign royalty and Russian grand dukes and the jewels of the aristocracy glittered in the dim interior. But the length of the service, the heat, the clouds of incense, the smoke from the candles and the lack of oxygen had an unfortunate effect. Tsar Nicholas, weighed down by the crown and robes, half-fainted, dropping the sceptre of state. Even though he recovered quickly, the superstitious immediately saw this as a sinister sign.


Much worse was to follow. An armour of fixed opinions and an inability to show empathy does not merely make rulers socially myopic, it also risks compounding the effects of sheer bad luck. The coronation of Tsar Nicholas and his Tsaritsa was supposed to be an occasion for national rejoicing. On 18 May, an event to include the populace at large was held on Khodynka field. This was a large training area for the Moscow garrison, so the ground had large numbers of trenches and gun pits dug all over it. The draw of free beer as well as presents of coronation mugs and headscarves attracted a vast crowd half a million strong. Word soon spread that there were not enough to go round. Jostling developed into a stampede, with hundreds falling into the trenches who were crushed or suffocated as more fell on top of them. Well over 1,000 died, in fact probably even more than the official figure of 1,389.


The imperial couple were almost certainly lied to by the Grand Duke Sergei, the governor-general of Moscow. He gave the impression that there had been only a handful of casualties due to drunkenness and that they should ignore the tragedy and continue with the planned celebrations. Yet Nicholas wrote in his diary that evening that he had known that ‘around 1,300 people were trampled to death’ and called it ‘a great sin’. Despite a warning from his cousin Sandro, the imperial family and entourage carried on to a ball that evening given by the French ambassador. ‘The radiant smile on the face of Grand Duke Sergei’, his cousin Alexander Mikhailovich wrote, ‘led the foreigners present to conclude that the Romanovs had completely lost their minds.’ It was indeed a grave mistake. The Tsar and Tsaritsa were seen as heartless for having continued to the gala evening. Even visiting the injured afterwards and donating 1,000 roubles to each family which had suffered a death did not absolve the young Tsar in the mind of the public. He was dubbed ‘Nicholas the Bloody’ before his reign had scarcely begun.


[image: A black-and-white photograph shows Queen Victoria surrounded by a crowd of her descendants, including Kaiser Wilhelm II, Nicholas and Alexandra.]


Queen Victoria, the ‘Grandmother of Europe’, surrounded by her relatives, including Kaiser Wilhelm II, seated left, with Nicholas and Alexandra standing just to his right.


The first journey abroad for the young imperial family was naturally to visit Alix’s grandmama at Balmoral. Queen Victoria found baby Olga adorable, but she was slightly taken aback by Alix’s grandeur. The elderly Queen made a nice gesture of stepping back to allow the Empress to precede her, yet without the slightest smile of acknowledgement or thanks the Tsaritsa ‘sailed into the drawing-room in front’. Queen Victoria, who had brought her up, was not amused to find that her sweet young Alix had become so imperious. And when she displayed some of the stupendous Romanov jewels, Queen Victoria murmured: ‘Now, Alix, don’t get too proud.’ It was not long before the daughter of the British ambassador in St Petersburg observed: ‘Her mouth, when it was in repose, was set in a hard thin line; and there was a stiffness and formality in her manner that had not been there before.’
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