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Praise for The Last Tsar


 


‘The capstone to a brilliant career, Tsuyoshi Hasegawa’s The Last Tsar is certain to become the definitive work on the chaotic, earth-shattering demise of the Romanov destiny. No historian before has dissected these tumultuous days with such clarity, precision, and insight’


Douglas Smith, author of Rasputin


 


‘The Last Tsar is a terrific account of the February 1917 Revolution in Russia that knocks down many of the pillars of our usual interpretations. Elegantly written and magisterially researched’


Robert Service, author of A History of Modern Russia


 


‘Hasegawa’s masterful book is like a slow-motion picture of Russia approaching the edge. Yet only the weakness, inaction, and stupidity of the last Tsar, as well as the stunning recklessness of the Russian elites, pushed the empire into the breach. A chilling lesson on how the ineptness of one man, and the opportunism of many, can pull down not only an outdated regime, but the entire temple of state, law, and civil society’


Vladislav Zubok, author of Collapse


 


‘Hasegawa, whose previous works enriched our knowledge of what happened on the streets and in the corridors of power during that fateful year of 1917, has produced here an intimate and highly absorbing account of Russia’s last hereditary autocrat. It is likely to be the definitive one for many years to come. From the cult surrounding Rasputin to the tense minute-by-minute plotting of the generals, Duma politicians, aristocrats, and the tsar himself, The Last Tsar brilliantly conveys the messy reality of imperial power coming apart at the seams’


Lewis Siegelbaum, emeritus professor, Michigan State University
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Note on Dates and Names


The dates in the book are according to the Julian calendar, used in tsar­ist Russia. In the nineteenth century it was twelve days behind the Gregorian calendar, and in the twentieth century it was thirteen days behind. As for personal and geographical names, I followed the Library of Congress transliteration system with some modifications. The names of the tsars and tsarinas are rendered Anglicized. Therefore, I used Nicholas and Alexandra rather than Nikolai and Aleksandra, but I retain the Russian original names for all others, with some exceptions; thus, Aleksei, Mikhail, Ksenia, Pavel, Aleksandr, and Pyotr rather than Alexis, Michael, Xenia, Paul, Alexander, and Peter. Soft signs are either omitted or rendered as i, and the ending ii is rendered y: hence, Vasilievsky rather than Vasil’evskii. The Cyrillic letters я and ю are often rendered as ya and yu, but not consistently; I use Rodzyanko and Milyukov rather than Rodzianko and Miliukov, but Maria, Tatiana, and Anastasia rather than Mariya, Tatiyana, and Anastasya. The letter ë is often rendered as yo, but in other cases I rendered it as e; thus Pyotr Stolypin, rather than Petr or Peter Stolypin, but Mogilev and Tikhmenev rather than Mogilyov and Tikhmenyov. For the bibliography, however, I maintained the strict Library of Congress transliteration system. I ask the indulgence of the readers for inconsistencies.










Preface


The 1917 abdication of Tsar Nicholas II marked the end of three hundred years of Romanov rule in the Russian Empire. This event would eventually lead to the Bolshevik coup in October, the Russian civil war, and Soviet rule. Yet despite its epoch-making significance, the process by which Nicholas II abdicated and the monarchy ended has never been examined closely.


No crumbling autocracy has captured the public imagination as much as that of the Romanovs—bumbling Tsar Nicholas II; his wife, the spiteful Alexandra; and their tragic devotion to Rasputin as a miracle worker for their hemophiliac son. What most of us know is that the tsar fell, the Russian Revolution intensified, and Lenin and then Stalin arose, and with them decades of world-changing Soviet history. Most of us presume this chain of events was practically inevitable. Most of us are wrong.


When World War I broke out, the Russian monarchy could have taken advantage of the upsurge of patriotic feeling to sustain itself. Nicholas II did nothing of the sort. Clinging to archaic notions of autocracy and egged on by his wife, he squandered an opportunity to create a government of national unity that integrated all layers of society. Nicholas’s intransigent refusal to rid himself of the pernicious influence of the empress and Rasputin alienated potential supporters in the society at large and even within his own family. The prestige of Nicholas’s autocratic power fell to its nadir—and then came the February Revolution.


In February 1917, while the war continued along Russia’s western front and mass uprisings shook the Russian capital, another fight broke out among Russia’s elite (aristocratic, military, and political leaders) over the empire’s political future. This fight has received insufficient attention. Existing accounts have treated the end of the Romanov dynasty as either a foregone conclusion, preordained by the structure of the tsarist state, or a simple betrayal of Tsar Nicholas II by aristocrats, liberal politicians, and generals. Neither perspective fits with the facts. Nicholas II faced repeated opportunities to pursue and encourage paths that would have diminished but preserved the Romanov dynasty. But the tsar proved unequal to the task of seeing past selfish, antiquated reasons as rapidly unfolding events increasingly constricted his choices.


The abdication saga has been glossed over in both popular and scholarly histories of the Romanovs and the Russian Revolution, which present a version of the story that is simple but misleading: Against the backdrop of discontent among the liberal elite and a widespread popular revolt, Tsar Nicholas II was pressured to compromise his hold on power, then relinquish it entirely. He attempted to pass the throne to his brother Mikhail, violating the succession laws in the process, further weakening the Romanov position. Isolated and under pressure himself, Mikhail refused the throne, thereby ending three centuries of Romanov rule.


The broad strokes of this account miss a story full of choices, roads not taken, and ill-fated decisions. Incorporating new archival material and synthesizing the extant scholarship, I present the argument that the end of the monarchy was not a preordained, inevitable conclusion, dictated by the structure of the Russian state and society, but rather a contingent process, where major actors in the drama played crucial roles and where, had alternative options been taken, events would have followed a different trajectory.


Before and during the revolution, Nicholas II could have renegotiated Romanov power; this highlights how contingent the situation remained up until his greatest blunder, his abdication on behalf of his hemophiliac son. Along the way, a great many schemes, lies, misunderstandings, mistakes, and coincidences gave shape to the story of the dissolution of the monarchy. Generals, bureaucrats, revolutionaries, legislators, royals, and retainers sought to outmaneuver one another while Petrograd burned and military units mutinied, slaughtering officers. The actions of the various key players were, by and large, uncoordinated, with each acting in response to the immediate situation as it developed.


Two elite groups played the most crucial role in the abdication saga: the Duma liberals and the military high command. Each group had internal divisions, and these divisions and conflict within each group had important consequences for the outcome. Mikhail Rodzyanko, the head of the Duma liberals, and Adjutant General Mikhail Alekseev, the chief of staff, each acting independently, navigated through the divisions and conflicts within their own group and attempted to steer the course by presenting a series of recommendations to the tsar. These recommendations, like the first toppling domino, led to Nicholas’s abdication and eventually the end of the monarchy. It was these two monarchists who played the most decisive role in slaying the monarchical system.


The book is divided into two parts. The first chapter provides the background, introducing Tsar Nicholas II, his wife, Empress Alexandra, and their relatives. It examines Nicholas’s concept of autocracy and introduces the characters who played major roles in the abdication drama during the February Revolution. The rest of Part I examines how Nicholas II failed to create a government to unite the country during World War I and managed to alienate all segments of society against his rule.


Part II examines in detail the process by which, between February 27 and March 3, 1917, Nicholas’s relatives, the Duma leaders led by Rodzyanko, and the high command, led by General Alekseev, presented a variety of options to change the nature of the Russian autocracy and address the crisis at hand. The first option they presented was to form what they called a “ministry of confidence”—essentially, the continuation of the existing governmental structure, with the inclusion of liberal representatives in the government. The second was to form a constitutional monarchy—which in this context was called a “responsible ministry,” where the tsar and the government were to be “responsible” to the parliament. The third and last was to demand his abdication. Nicholas II eventually decided to abdicate, but in violation of the succession law, he abdicated not only for himself but also for his son, seeking to transfer the throne to his brother Grand Duke Mikhail. But under the pressure of the Duma liberals and the Provisional Government, Mikhail decided not to accept the throne, thus ending the monarchy. Each for his own reasons chose to throw the monarchy aside and reap the whirlwind.


The last tsar, Nicholas II, is a highly controversial subject. An enormous volume of sources—archival, primary, and secondary—is now available, and I cannot claim that I have examined all of this material. Surprisingly, important sources are still missing that might provide a clue to crucial issues, and available sources are often contradictory. In this book, I have avoided detailed historiographical analyses and source criticisms in order to tell a coherent story out of the thick forest of sources. Where sources are not available or contradictory, I have chosen the interpretation I consider the most reasonable. Other interpretations are possible, and I hope that others will continue to seek answers to the mysteries surrounding the tragic end of the last tsar. 


While I was writing this book, the world plunged into crisis after crisis. With multiple wars raging, democracy all over the world is being challenged by the rising tide of autocracy. Recent events have sparked a global desire to better understand autocracy: how it rises, how it operates, and how it collapses. In the story of the fall of Nicholas II, we can perhaps begin to untangle the relationship between autocrats and the wars that either empower or destroy them. Some autocrats feed off the passions of war, rallying both the people and the elite to the cause. Others respond to war by planting the seeds of their destruction. For a time, Nicholas II could have taken either path. Contrary to Karl Marx’s words, history never repeats itself, as a tragedy or otherwise. But as Mark Twain allegedly said, it often rhymes. I hope the reader finds many rhymes in the story I tell in this book. 










Part I


Road to Destruction


In the hereditary states accustomed to the reigning family the difficulty of maintaining them is far less than new monarchies; for it is sufficient not to exceed ancestral usages, and to accommodate one’s self to accidental circumstances; in this way such a prince, if of ordinary ability, will always be able to maintain his position, unless some very exceptional and excessive force deprives him of it. . . . In as much as the legitimate prince has less cause and less necessity to give offence, it is only natural that he should be more loved; and, if no extraordinary vices make him hated, it is only reasonable for his subjects to be naturally attached to him.


—Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince










Chapter 1


Nicholas II


Autocracy, Family, Religion


After almost three centuries under the rule of the Romanov dynasty, the Russian Empire entered the twentieth century at once blessed and cursed. Modernity penetrated all aspects of life. Streetcars and automobiles ran alongside horse-drawn cabs and hand-pushed carts in the streets of its capital city, St. Petersburg. Sumptuous palaces constructed in the eighteenth century and even middle-class apartment buildings were refurbished with modern doorbells, elevators, telephones, and flush toilets. Banks, the stock exchange, department stores, and luxurious shops bustled; cafes, restaurants, and nightclubs flourished. People flocked to see movies, and newspapers were sold in kiosks all over the city. Industrialization was taking hold, financial and banking institutions mushroomed, and a vibrant civil society, independent of the state, was emerging, with an increasingly self-assertive middle class clamoring for participation in the affairs of the state.


To rule over this vast, complex, diverse, and dynamically changing empire, state, and society would have been a challenging task for any ruler. European ideas of liberty and equality, unleashed by the French Revolution, had penetrated Russia, capturing many layers of society. The new urban poor, migrating from the villages to the cities in search of employment, looked at privileged society with envy and hostility. Peasants in the countryside, though finally emancipated from serfdom, still thirsted for land they felt they were entitled to. In the borderlands, there were rumblings of minority nationalities clamoring for national autonomy. Demand was mounting for the kinds of political participation granted to citizens in other European countries. Fate did not smile on Russia when at the turn of the century it fell to Tsar Nicholas II, the most ill-equipped and inadequate ruler in all of Europe, to implement the necessary policies in response to the changing times. As American historian Richard Pipes puts it, “Russia had the worst of both worlds: a tsar who lacked the intelligence and character to rule yet insisted on playing the autocrat.”1


Nicholas was born on May 6, 1868, the first son of Emperor Alexander III and his wife, Empress Maria Fyodorovna, formerly Princess Dagmar of Denmark. That day was the Feast of St. Job, considered to be an ill omen. Nicholas took this omen seriously. Deeply superstitious, Nicholas time and again repeated that he had been born under ill stars; he carried this fatalism throughout his life, accepting as God’s will every catastrophe that befell his empire and his family.


Nicholas II’s grandfather Alexander II (r. 1855–1881) had won glory for embarking on the Great Reforms: emancipating the serfs, creating a system of local self-government (the zemstvos) and municipal government, initiating modern legal systems, and implementing military reforms. Nevertheless, the “Tsar Liberator” failed to “crown the edifice” by granting the constitution that the educated elite had asked of him. The Great Reforms ended when the Tsar Liberator was assassinated by bombs thrown by terrorists in 1881, on the day he intended to grant a limited consultative representative institution.2


Nicholas’s father, Alexander III (r. 1881–1894), interpreted this tragedy as a signal that the Great Reforms had been a mistake. He was determined to restore autocracy and carried out a series of counterreforms. He harked back to the ideas of Muscovy in the seventeenth century, before Peter the Great embarked on Westernization, and he sought to restore traditional Russian values, deeply rooted in Russian Orthodoxy. He reimposed Nicholas I’s (r. 1825–1855) slogan, “Autocracy, Orthodoxy, and Nationality,” and envisioned an empire united by Orthodoxy and ruled by autocracy unencumbered by any other forces. Six feet six inches tall and possessing an imposing physique, a charismatic character, and abrupt, often boorish manners, he ruled over Russia as a true autocrat.3


Alexander III could not turn history’s clock back completely, for fear that Russia’s status as a great power might slip. Aided by an able adviser, Sergei Yulievich Witte, he encouraged industrialization and the professionalization of the bureaucracy. Modern times and the autocratic tradition began to diverge.


As the tsar’s eldest son, Nicholas received a good education from first-rate scholars. He was a fair student with a good memory, but he lacked intellectual curiosity and the ability to think critically, and he did not excel. His education was more akin to catechism with emphasis on rote memorization. The only subject that truly had a lasting influence on him was religion, taught by Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev, the archconservative procurator of the Holy Synod. Pobedonostsev drummed into Nicholas’s brain the incompatibility between a constitution and parliamentary principles on one hand, and the sanctity of autocracy on the other. “Constitution” became the word Nicholas hated most.


Secluded in the palace with his tutors, he developed a fondness for the company of military officers to compensate for his lack of association with other young men. He came to love inspections in the parade ground but confused the superficial exactitude of military parades with military discipline. He was given the ceremonial rank of colonel but never possessed any professional knowledge of military affairs nor combat experience.4


Though he feared his father, he adored his mother. The empress doted on him, giving him detailed instructions on how he should behave and talk when dealing with adults. Her instructions were always concerned with external appearances, formality and etiquette, manners, and behavior, but never with the substance of statecraft. “She kept her son,” historians Greg King and Penny Wilson write, “in an oppressive cocoon where he remained emotionally dependent.”5


Nicholas was constantly afraid that he could not measure up to their expectations. His rather miserable physique—he was only five feet nine inches tall—along with his immaturity, intellectual limitations, feminine character, and shyness were constant disappointments for Alexander III. His father would snap at him in front of others, “You are a little girl!”6 Perhaps because of his worry about Nicholas’s femininity, Alexander encouraged his liaison with a ballerina, Matilda Feliksovna Kshesinskaya, with whom Nicholas had a passionate love affair before his marriage.7


To familiarize the tsarevich with affairs of state, Alexander III placed Nicholas on the State Council. Once, settling down to a late breakfast at Alexander III’s regular residence, Anichkov Palace, after attending a State Council session, the tsarevich proudly began narrating his contributions to the discussion of a government project. Alexander III rudely cut him off, reprimanding his son not only for getting involved in a project he knew little about but also for openly talking about political matters at breakfast. Nicholas was humiliated. This was a lasting lesson for the young tsarevich on how an autocrat should behave.8


Alexander III thought he would have more time to shape the tsare­vich, but he was struck down by nephritis at the relatively young age of forty-nine in 1894, and the throne was thrust on twenty-six-year-old Nicholas without warning. He spoke of his fears to his boyhood friend Grand Duke Aleksandr Mikhailovich (who had married Nicholas’s sister Ksenia and was known familiarly as Sandro), blurting out, “Sandro, what am I going to do? What is going to happen to me, to you, to Ksenia, to Alix [his soon-to-be wife], to mother, to all of Russia? I am not prepared to be a Czar. I never wanted to become one. I know nothing of the business of ruling. I have no idea of even how to talk to the ministers.”9 Being tsar was not the role he chose but rather an unwanted burden, “a heavy cross.”10 As historian Bernard Pares commented, “The tradition that a system of autocracy should produce a succession of autocrats is entirely fallacious.”11


Had Nicholas relinquished the duty of governing the state, leaving it to his capable advisers and busying himself with hobbies, Russia would have been much better off. He could have been a good constitutional monarch. Unfortunately for Russia, Nicholas had a stubborn sense of duty. He was possessed with a sense of mission to maintain the autocracy he had inherited from his father and bequeath it to his son. But he did not have his father’s charisma, willpower, strength, or towering figure, and he knew it. Unfortunately for the Romanov dynasty and the Russian Empire, the more aware Nicholas became of his own inadequacy, the more stubbornly he clung to his duty.


 


When Nicholas was young, he always bowed to the wishes of his domineering parents, with one exception: his romantic pursuit of Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt.


Princess Alix was a granddaughter of Queen Victoria of England. Her mother was Princess Alice, Queen Victoria’s second daughter, who was married to the grand duke of Hesse-Darmstadt. Born on May 25, 1872, from an early age she was surrounded by death. When Alix was two years old, her brother Friedrich (Frittie), who suffered from hemophilia, fell from a window and died of a brain hemorrhage. Grand Duchess Alice never got over Frittie’s death. Five years later, Alice’s children were stricken with diphtheria, and the illness claimed the life of Alix’s older sister. Soon the disease spread to Alice herself, and she died. Alix was six years old. She carried the grief all her life.12


Alix was Queen Victoria’s favorite granddaughter, and she spent many holidays and Christmases in England. Her native ­principality, Hesse-Darmstadt, was German, but it fought against Prussia in the Prussian-Austrian War, and she had no interest in Germany otherwise. What most distinguished her was her deep immersion in religion. Perhaps because of the many deaths that surrounded her, she sought the meaning of life in the Lutheran faith. This religious faith became, according to her biographer, “a protected fortress that no invader could penetrate.”13


Her relationship with Russia began when her older sister Elizabeth, or Ella as she was known in the family, married an uncle of Nicholas’s, Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich, and she traveled to Russia for Ella’s wedding. There in St. Petersburg, Nicholas and Alix met for the first time. He was sixteen years old and she was only twelve. She was nicknamed “Sunny,” for her brilliant eyes and shining smile, but she was extremely shy. “When a fit of it [shyness] came on her,” one of her biographers, E. M. Almedingen, notes, “it expressed itself in chilly manner, hooded eyes and a buttoned-up mouth.”14 The sixteen-year-old boy and the twelve-year-old girl fell in love—though they could not have known what lay ahead for them.


Marriages within royal families in Europe were always connected with state interests, and Nicholas’s parents saw no particular value in a marriage connecting Russia to an insignificant principality such as Hesse-Darmstadt. But in 1891, Nicholas told his father that he would not marry anyone except Princess Alix. Alexander III and Maria Fyodorovna suggested a marriage with a princess in Prussia or France. But Nicholas would have none of it. It is not hard to see why. Alix was a beautiful girl, well educated, serious, and highly religious. But Alix’s infatuation with Nicholas is hard to explain. His education was not distinguished, and he was not dazzlingly handsome, although he had beautiful, captivating blue eyes. But he was kind when she was lonely, and that seemed to matter a great deal. Queen Victoria was not keen on the possibility of the marriage of the two, either. But Alix, too, confessed that she would not marry anyone except “Nicky.”


Alexander III made some private inquiries about Alix in Darmstadt and England. Two of her qualities came to light: she was very intelligent but rather stubborn. In retrospect, the investigation was not thorough and did not mention anything about Alix’s being a possible carrier of hemophilia, despite the fact that there was abundant evidence that Queen Victoria’s offspring carried the disease.


In 1894, Alix’s older brother Ernest married his cousin in Coburg, Bavaria. Alix was there for the wedding when Nicholas arrived unexpectedly and proposed; Alix accepted. Princess Marie Louise, Alix’s cousin, was sitting in her room when Alix flew in, threw her arms around her cousin’s neck, and said, “I am going to marry Nicky!”15


Nicholas’s parents finally consented to the engagement, but an obstacle still remained. Conversion to Orthodoxy was a prerequisite to marrying the future Russian tsar. Alix was a deeply devout Lutheran and for a long time resisted the prospect of converting. Her sister Ella, who had converted to Orthodoxy when she married Grand Duke Sergei, attempted to persuade her, but Alix still resisted. When Tsar Alexander was dying, Alix came to visit her future father-in-law on his deathbed. Just before the tsar took his last breath, Alix finally consented to convert, removing the final obstacle to the marriage.


While she was happy with the preparations for the wedding, she was outraged by the sight of her future husband’s relatives treating her fiancé with contempt and indifference. She admonished her weak husband: “Be firm. . . . See that you are always the first to know . . . don’t let others be put first and you left out. You are your father’s son and must be told all and be asked about everything. Show your own mind and don’t let others forget who you are.”16 From that time on she took on the role of a domineering coach on the sidelines, encouraging and chastising her weak-willed husband to be strong and firm and to act like a true autocrat.


The wedding was scheduled to take place in St. Petersburg one week after Alexander III’s funeral. It was in the funeral procession that the new empress was introduced to the public for the first time. Alexandra rode alone in a coach, behind the rest of the family. As she passed, the silent crowd strained to see the future empress. Old women crossed themselves and murmured: “She has come to us behind a coffin.”17


One week later, the wedding took place. Since the country was still in mourning, there was no reception after the wedding, and no honeymoon. The wedding was arranged so suddenly that not even their living quarters were prepared for the newlyweds, and the couple had to make do with six cramped rooms of the dowager empress’s Anichkov Palace. Alexandra had to sit between her husband and her mother-in-law for every dinner and breakfast.18 Nevertheless, on their wedding night, Alexandra wrote in her husband’s diary: “At last united, bound for life, and when this life is ended, we meet again in the other world and remain together for eternity.”19 These words would prove prophetic.


Alix was shy, awkward, and too serious, so it did not take long for the new empress to be alienated from St. Petersburg high society, which approached the newcomer with disdain, contempt, and resentment. At one ball Alexandra spotted a young woman whose decolletage she considered too low. She dispatched a lady-in-waiting to tell the young woman, “In Hesse-Darmstadt, we don’t wear our dresses that way.” The young woman replied: “Pray tell Her Majesty that in Russia we do wear our dresses this way.”20


Ballet was performed on Sundays and Wednesdays at the Mariinsky Theater, where aristocratic patrons flocked to see the performance and socialize during the intermission. Alexandra rarely came to the theater, but on one of the rare occasions she attended, “not once did a smile break the immobile somberness of her expression,” and she left before the intermission. Meriel Buchanan, the British ambassador’s daughter, who witnessed the scene, wrote: “A little wave of resentment rippled over the theatre. Women glanced at each other and raised their shoulders expressively, men muttered despairingly below their breath.”21


Eschewing St. Petersburg society, Nicholas and Alexandra made the Alexander Palace in Tsarskoe Selo, twenty-six kilometers south of St. Petersburg, their permanent home. When they retreated to Tsarskoe Selo, the dinners, receptions, and balls sponsored by the imperial couple ceased.


Alienated from aristocratic society, Alexandra had only a few friends with whom she established close friendships. One exception was Anna Aleksandrovna Vyrubova, a daughter of the court chamberlain. Their relationship began when the empress took pity on the sick sixteen-year-old girl, “heavily built, with a round head, fleshy lips, limpid eyes devoid of expression . . . very devout but unintelligent.”22 Anna became fanatically devoted to the empress, serving as her confidant.23


Although Alexandra was unpopular among Nicholas’s relatives and the aristocratic circles, she would remain mostly unknown to the public until World War I.24 Unlike Nicholas, Alexandra was rarely the object of satirical caricatures during the revolution of 1905–1907, and even when Rasputin’s name came to figure prominently, the empress was not a major target of attacks but was merely criticized as his protector. It was only during World War I that Alexandra would become the target of vicious attacks from all quarters of society.


 


Nicholas’s coronation took place in Moscow in May 1896. After swearing an oath as emperor and autocrat of all the Russians, he crowned himself, then placed a crown on Alexandra’s head. Walking out, they greeted the thunderous crowd from the Red Stairway in the Kremlin.25 To Nicholas, the coro­nation was not merely a ceremony; it was a profoundly meaningful spiritual and religious experience. Autocracy was to him a sacred mission, and he had been anointed by God. To Alexandra, the coronation was the moment confirming that she had left behind Darmstadt and England and truly become a Russian empress, matushka (mother) of the Russian people.26


Their happy moment did not last long. After the coronation, thousands of common people came to Khodynka Field, on the outskirts of Moscow, where enameled cups with the imperial seal were to be given out as souvenirs and free beer was to be provided. A series of inept security measures adopted by the governor-general of Moscow, Nicholas’s uncle Grand Duke Sergei, resulted in a stampede in which thousands were trampled to death. Though Nicholas and Alexandra were shocked to hear the news of the tragedy, they allowed themselves to be persuaded by Uncles Sergei and Vladimir to attend a ball thrown by the French ambassador. The callousness of the imperial couple dancing while thousands lay dead in ditches shocked the public. Nicholas earned the nickname “Nicholas the Bloody.”27


One of the duties expected of Alexandra was to produce a son, a tsarevich, so that Nicholas could bequeath the throne he had inherited from his father to their son. Alexandra gave birth to children almost every two years after their marriage. The first daughter, Olga, was born in November 1895, followed by Tatiana in June 1897, Maria in May 1899, and Anastasia in June 1901, but, alas, no boy. Though each birth was a joy, the joy was intermingled with disappointment, as well as some jealousy of Nicholas’s sister Ksenia, who had six sons. This may explain how Alix became vulnerable to the influence of religious charlatans and mystics.


Alix was profoundly religious before she married Nicholas. Her religiosity was colored by the mysticism that was in vogue in Europe then. She espoused Orthodoxy with the fervent enthusiasm of the newly converted and carried the mysticism still further.28 Nicholas’s uncle Grand Duke Sergei, who was responsible for the Khodynka tragedy, and his wife, Elizabeth (Ella), Alexandra’s older sister from Hesse, had great influence on the imperial couple. Through Sergei and Ella, Nicholas and Alexandra became fully immersed in the cult of saints, divine images, and miracles.29 Their unfulfilled wish to have a son also accelerated this penchant. According to Alexandra’s confidant Anna Vyrubova: “They believed that prophecy, in the Biblical sense of the word, still existed in certain highly gifted and spiritually minded persons. They believed that it was possible outside the church and without the aid of regularly ordained bishops and priests to hold communion with God and His spirit.”30


Alexandra’s mysticism first led her to Philippe Nazier-Vachot of Lyon, a fraudulent occultist who claimed healing and other powers, including the ability to predict the sex of a fetus.31 He entered the empress’s orbit thanks to the two sisters of the reigning king of Montenegro, Princesses Militsa and Stana, known as the “Black Princesses,” who were deeply immersed in the occult, seances, and magic.32


The Black Princesses introduced Philippe of Lyon to the imperial couple in 1901, and Nicholas and Alexandra were immediately enraptured by the exotic charlatan. From March to July 1901, they met almost daily, calling Philippe “our friend.” Alongside seances and prayers, the occultist began to offer political advice that Nicholas and Alexandra were eager to hear. Philippe advised them to “resist any political reforms that would weaken the tsar’s autocratic power and told their majesties that a constitution would mean the ruin of both Russia and Nicholas himself.”33 He mistakenly predicted Alexandra’s pregnancy with a boy, with the warning that the news of her pregnancy should be kept secret, even from doctors.


Philippe’s meddling in the imperial family became a concern with the couple’s relatives and influential advisers. The dowager empress and Alexandra’s sister Ella warned about the danger of such an imposter frequenting the palace and giving illicit advice. Prince Vladimir Petrovich Meshchersky, an archconservative monarchist and the editor of the right-wing newspaper Grazhdanin [Citizen], warned Alexandra of the danger of associating with the French occultist. Alexandra replied: “I do not give anyone the right to talk about this, no one dares to touch on my private life.” Meshchersky reminded the empress that her spiritual world was not merely her private matter. Any association with this fraud would surely inflict damage to the prestige of the autocracy.34


Under pressure, Nicholas reluctantly agreed to banish Philippe of Lyon from Russia. Before he left, Philippe gave Alexandra dried flowers that he claimed had been touched by the hand of Christ, an icon, and a bell that would ring when anyone who was not her friend approached her. As he left, he told Alexandra: “Be calm, Your Majesty. Another friend will come and he will protect you when I am no longer here.”35


The couple’s interest in mysticism next led them to take an interest in Seraphim of Sarov (1754–1833), an ascetic monk who spent more than twenty years in a log cabin. He was famous for having spiritual visions, healing power, and the gift of prophecy. His fame spread widely, and pilgrims flocked to his grave. Nicholas and Alexandra campaigned for the canonization of Seraphim over the objections of the procurator of the Synod, Nicholas’s former tutor, Konstantin Pobedonostsev, who jealously guarded the organized church’s prerogatives and was reluctant to recognize someone outside the church as a saint. Alexandra interjected: “The Sovereign can do anything.”36 Nicholas and Alexandra made a pilgrimage to Sarov and actively participated in the canonization ceremony.


When Alexandra finally gave birth to her son, Aleksei, in July 1904, she firmly believed that it was due to the intercession of Seraphim.37 But this joyous moment gave way to a nightmare when the imperial couple discovered that the boy had inherited hemophilia.38 Fearing that the incurable disease would exclude their son from the succession, the imperial couple decided to keep it a secret.39 Unable to find a cure in medical science, Alexandra began to seek one in prayers and divine intervention, as she deepened her retreat into a private life with her children.


 


The family was close-knit. The four daughters called themselves “OTMA,” a team whose name was derived from the first letters of their names.40 Aside from the privileges and ceremonial functions they would have been obligated to perform, their life was ordinary, perhaps more ordinary than that of any other aristocratic family of the era. They dressed themselves and slept on hard camp beds. Olga and Tatiana shared a room, and Maria and Anastasia another.


Aleksei, the heir, was the center of the family. All the family members’ attention and care were focused on Aleksei. He was a spoiled and rambunctious kid, fond of doing daredevil stunts. To prevent accidents, two sailors from the imperial yacht Standard, Andrei Derevenko and Klimenty Nagornyi, served as his personal attendants and bodyguards.


According to his Swiss tutor, Pierre Gilliard, who had the most intimate opportunity to observe the boy beginning when he was nine and a half, Aleksei lacked discipline. The tutor found that his pupil displayed a “mute hostility, which at times reached a stage of open defiance.” Disagreeing with the boy’s personal physician, who advocated close supervision to avoid accidents that might lead to uncontrolled bleeding, Gilliard advised the imperial couple that the tsarevich should be free from constant supervision and thereby learn self-discipline. Surprisingly, Nicholas and even Alexandra agreed with this advice. Things went well for a while, but one day Aleksei was standing on a chair in the classroom when he slipped and bruised his knee. The boy could not walk the next day, and in the following days the swelling spread from the knee to the rest of the leg, causing excruciating pain. Nicholas and Alexandra uttered no word of reproach; on the contrary, they attempted to prevent the tutor from falling into self-recrimination and despair.41


Gilliard describes Alexandra’s tender loving care for Aleksei after this accident. She sat at his bedside day and night. The boy rested on his mother’s arm, groaning with pain and murmuring “Mommy.” Gilliard observed:


His mother kissed him on the hair, forehead, and eyes, as if the touch of her lips could have relieved his pain and restored some of the life which was leaving him. Think of the tortures of that mother, an impotent witness of her son’s martyrdom in those hours of mortal anguish—a mother who knew that she herself was the cause of the sufferings, that she had transmitted to him the terrible disease against which human science was powerless! Now I understand the secret tragedy of her life! How easy it was to reconstruct the stages of that long Calvary!42


No one whose child has teetered on the brink of death could avoid being moved by this scene. Like any parent in that situation, Alexandra must have longed to change places with her son and bear the child’s pain herself. And Alexandra knew that modern science had no cure for Aleksei’s hemophilia. Who could blame her for seeking salvation in prayers and miracles?


The problem was that Alexandra was not an ordinary mother. She was the empress and Nicholas the emperor of one of the great powers in the world. Aleksei’s health was not merely a family matter but a concern of the state and the empire as a whole. Hemophilia in European royal families was not necessarily a closely kept secret, but it was “a highly delicate matter rarely discussed in royal circles.”43 Queen Victoria was a carrier of the gene for hemophilia and passed on the trait to several of her children. Victoria’s son Leopold died of this disease. As noted earlier, Alix’s own brother Frittie died of complications of hemophilia at the age of three. King Alfonso XIII of Spain, who married another of Queen Victoria’s granddaughters, Victoria Eugenie of Battenberg, had four sons, two of whom were born with hemophilia. The king blamed the queen for transmitting the disease and rejected her in bitterness and revulsion.44 In contrast, Aleksei’s illness drew Nicholas and Alexandra even closer together.45 Love sometimes works in a diabolical way.


 


Nicholas and Alexandra had a happy family life with their loving children, centered around their religion, outdoor sports, walking in the woods, and taking photographs. But Nicholas was the head of the Romanov dynasty. Unlike Alexander III, who managed the household as an autocrat, Nicholas often wavered when it came to his relatives’ morganatic marriages, inviting resentment, resistance, and contempt from his relatives.


 


[image: A family tree showing the genealogy of the Romanovs starting from Nicholas I and Charlotte of Prussia (who reigned from 1825-1855), and ending with the five children of Nicholas II and Aleksandra Fyodorovna (who reigned from 1894-1917): Olga, Tatiana, Maria, Anastasia and Alexei.]


 


None of Nicholas’s siblings had a happy marriage. His younger sister Ksenia Aleksandrovna had seven children with her husband, Sandro, but both husband and wife had extramarital affairs, although they never divorced.46 Nicholas’s youngest sister, Olga Aleksandrovna, married Prince Peter, duke of Oldenburg, who was fourteen years older than she. For the fifteen years of their marriage Olga remained a virgin, since Prince Peter was uninterested in sex with women and refused to consummate the marriage. The unhappy woman fell in love with an artillery officer, Nikolai Aleksandrovich Kulikovsky. After her marriage to Peter was annulled she married him, although he was not a member of a royal family.47


Alexander III’s second son, Georgy, died in 1899. His third son, Mikhail, became the heir apparent after Nicholas’s assumption of the throne. Ten years apart in age, Nicholas and Mikhail were never close. When Empress Alexandra gave birth to Aleksei, Mikhail was designated regent in case Aleksei became tsar while still a child. Freed from the onerous burden of being the heir to the throne, Nicholas’s younger brother immersed himself in a series of love affairs with women whom both the church and Nicholas, as head of the household, would never permit him to marry. Nicholas twice rejected Mikhail’s requests to marry a woman he chose—initially his first cousin, Princess Beatrice of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, and soon after, his sister Olga’s lady-in-waiting Aleksandra Kossikovskaya. These liaisons further strained the relationship between the two brothers.48


In 1907, the young Grand Duke Mikhail met the woman who would change his life, Natalia (Natasha) Wulfert. She was the daughter of a successful lawyer in Moscow, Sergei Sheremetievsky. After a divorce from her first husband, she had married Captain Vladimir Wulfert in Mikhail’s cuirassier regiment, stationed in Gatchina. Soon Mikhail and Natasha became lovers. Angered by his wife’s infidelity, Wulfert challenged Mikhail to a duel. This became a huge scandal, embarrassing the Romanov family. Nicholas had to bribe Wulfert to agree to divorce Natasha, but the tsar adamantly refused to grant Mikhail permission to marry a twice-divorced woman with no royal title. Natasha gave birth to Mikhail’s son before her divorce, adding another embarrassing element to the scandal.49


In October 1912, Aleksei had an accident in the hunting village of Spala in Poland and nearly died. When he learned about Aleksei’s brush with death, Mikhail feared that if something happened to Aleksei and he became the heir, he would never have the chance to marry Natasha. Eluding the secret police ordered by Nicholas to watch their every move, they managed to marry in the Serbian Orthodox Church in Vienna in November 1912. Angered by Mikhail going behind his back, Nicholas demanded that Mikhail immediately divorce his wife and sign a document renouncing his right to succeed to the throne. When Mikhail rejected both demands, the tsar banished the couple and ordered them never to return to Russia. The angry older brother then issued a decree, ratified by the Governing Senate, to confiscate all of Mikhail’s property and turn it into a trusteeship. This was followed by a “manifesto” revoking Mikhail’s position as regent-in-waiting.50 


One wonders why, if Mikhail did not wish to become tsar, he refused Nicholas’s demand to renounce his right to succession. It would not have been possible for Nicholas to strip Mikhail of his right to succession simply because of his morganatic marriage with a divorced woman; the year before, an investigation had concluded that Nicholas’s cousin Kirill Vla­dimirovich could not be deprived of his right to succession on the basis of such a marriage, and Nicholas accepted that decision. While the tsar was endowed with the right to appoint anyone as regent, and thus could revoke any such appointment if he wished, the Law of Succession was rigidly prescribed. Nicholas and Alexandra believed that Mikhail’s decision not to renounce the right to the throne was the result of Natasha’s influence.51


When World War I began, Mikhail begged his brother to let him return to Russia to serve in the army. Nicholas relented and allowed the couple to return home, and Natasha was allowed to assume the surname Brasova but was not given the title of countess (though she was often referred to as Countess Brasova). Still, Natasha remained persona non grata at the court. Nicholas and Alexandra never met her, although many imperial family members visited her.52


Whether or not Nicholas ever rescinded his earlier decision to deprive Mikhail of the right to become regent is an open question. As we will see, the ambiguity surrounding Mikhail’s status in terms of the succession was to have important implications later, during the February Revolution.


 


The tsar had four uncles on his father’s side. Grand Duke Vladimir Aleksandrovich occupied the post of commander of the Imperial Guard Corps, responsible for protecting the imperial family in the Alexander Palace. Before Alexander’s death, Vladimir was rough and crude in dealing with the young grand dukes, and he treated the future tsar with contempt.53 After his father’s death, Nicholas appointed Vladimir, the most senior grand duke, as the military governor of St. Petersburg. But Vladimir’s incompetence led to the 1905 massacre of demonstrating workers known as Bloody Sunday (discussed later in this chapter). Vladimir’s eldest son, Kirill Vladimirovich, was a naval officer. He barely survived when his battleship, Petrpavlovsk, was blown up by a Japanese mine in Port Arthur in April 1904, during the Russo-Japanese War. After the war, in October 1905, Kirill infuriated Nicholas by marrying against the tsar’s wishes. The impropriety was heightened by the match’s dazzling complexity, since Kirill married his cousin Victoria Melita of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, who was divorced from her first husband, Prince Ernest Louis of Hesse, Alix’s older brother. Nicholas was outraged, stripped Kirill of his title, and banished him from Russia. Vladimir protested in anger, shouting at his nephew, pounding his fist on the desk, and ripping off all his military decorations with the words “Now as you have degraded my son, I no longer wish to serve you.” 


The scandal led to a household investigation, which, as we have seen, concluded with the judgment that Kirill’s morganatic marriage was not sufficient cause to revoke his right to succession.54


Vladimir died in 1909 of a brain hemorrhage. After his death, Nicholas relented about his harsh treatment of Vladimir’s son and allowed Kirill to return to Russia, with his wife (who was known as Ducky) receiving the title of Grand Duchess Viktoria Fyodorovna. Kirill became third in the line of succession, after Aleksei and Mikhail. During the war, Kirill served as the commander of the Marine Equipage at Tsarskoe Selo, tasked with protecting the imperial family and the palace.55 Still, there was no love lost between Vladimir’s family and the imperial family. Vladimir’s widow, Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna the Elder (known as Miechen), a strong-willed woman, harbored the ambition of elevating her sons to be closer to the throne.56 Her ambition and her enmity for Alexandra colored the intrigues of the Romanov relatives against the imperial couple. Kirill and his marital entanglement would also cast a shadow on the abdication drama during the February Revolution.


Grand Duke Aleksei Aleksandrovich, the third son of Alexander II, pursued a naval career and gained the title of grand admiral of the Russian navy, but he loved women more than ships. “Not interested in anything that did not pertain to love-making, food, and liquor,” he resisted any naval reforms, pocketing precious state funds for his personal use. The failure of the naval reform led to the humiliating defeat of the Baltic Fleet in the Battle of Tsushima in 1904 in the Russo-Japanese War.57


Another uncle, Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich, married Princess Elizabeth (Ella) of Hesse-Darmstadt, Alexandra’s elder sister, in 1884, as we have seen. They were childless. There was conjecture that Sergei was a homosexual. Perhaps because of his struggle with his sexuality, the grand duke became fervently Orthodox. Ella converted to Orthodoxy and, as a new convert, dedicated herself to her newfound religion with fanatic devotion. Religion was what bound the couple. Recall that it was the influence of Sergei and Ella that led Nicholas and Alexandra to become interested in Seraphim and make the pilgrimage to his canonization ceremony.


Sergei served as military governor of Moscow province, and it was he who was responsible for the tragedy on Khodynka Field at Nicholas II’s coronation in 1894. It was also Sergei, together with Vladimir, who advised Nicholas and Alexandra to attend the ball at the French embassy despite this tragedy. Grand Duke Sergei completely shared with his brother Alexander III a devotion to the principles of autocracy and other reactionary ideas. The first thing he did as military governor was to expel twenty thousand Jews from the city of Moscow and repress a student movement. This policy earned the enmity of the revolutionaries. In February 1905, he was blown to pieces inside the walls of the Kremlin by a bomb thrown by a member of the Socialist Revolutionary Party’s terrorist organization. Ella had to collect the bits of her husband’s body strewn all over the snow. From that day on, Ella completely immersed herself in religion, and she founded the Orthodox convent of Martha and Mary. Later Ella became critical of how her sister Alexandra allowed herself to be influenced by Rasputin. This criticism angered the empress, who broke off her relationship with her sister.


Nicholas’s uncles Vladimir, Aleksei, and Sergei exerted a powerful influence on the young, inexperienced tsar at the beginning of his reign. A vexed Alexandra, watching from the sidelines as her husband was bullied by his uncles, repeatedly urged Nicholas to be firm and act like an autocrat.


The only one of his paternal uncles who did not bully Nicholas was Alexander III’s youngest son, Grand Duke Pavel Aleksandrovich. Pavel married a Greek princess, Alexandra, and had a daughter, Maria Pavlovna (known as the Younger). But immediately after Alexandra gave birth to her son, Dmitry, in 1891, she died of complications of childbirth. The young widower soon began a relationship with Olga Karnovich, a married woman with three children. After Olga divorced her husband, Pavel married her in 1902 in defiance of his family and Tsar Nicholas’s prohibition. The grand duke was banished from Russia. His two children, Maria and Dmitry, were raised by Sergei and Ella. Just before World War I began, however, Nicholas pardoned him. Pavel and his wife, who was given the title of Princess Paley, built a house in Tsarskoe Selo in May 1914.


Vladimir’s family formed a closely knit group, known as the Vladimirovich clan, led by Vladimir’s widow, Miechen, and including her sons, Kirill, Boris, and Andrei. The sons of Grand Duke Mikhail Nikolaevich (Nicholas I’s son and Alexander III’s uncle) formed the nucleus of another closely knit group, the Mikhailovich clan. Nikolai (known as Bimbo), an established historian, had definite liberal leanings. His brother Aleksandr, Nicholas’s boyhood friend, was marred to Nicholas’s sister Ksenia, and another brother, Sergei, became the inspector of artillery, close to General Mikhail Vasilievich Alekseev; Sergei was also Nicholas’s boyhood friend. When Nicholas ended his relationship with Matilda Kshesinskaya, he asked Sergei to take care of her. The ballerina wound up in a triangular relationship with Sergei Mikhailovich and Andrei Vladimirovich, eventually choosing the latter as her husband. Perhaps, because of Sergei’s role in protecting Nicholas’s former lover, Alexandra considered Sergei to be her personal enemy. 


 Another relative worth mentioning was Nicholas II’s distant cousin, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, known as Nikolasha among the family. He was the first of the Romanov family to have graduated from the Nikolaevsky Academy of the General Staff. He served in the Russo-Turkish War, receiving the St. George’s Cross for bravery. He chaired the Council of Defense and supported the young officers advocating military modernization after Russia’s defeat in the Russo-Japanese War. He was serving as the commander of the St. Petersburg Military District when the 1905 revolution took place. Together with Sergei Witte, he recommended that Tsar Nicholas issue the October Manifesto (discussed later) to save the dynasty from being overthrown by the revolution—advice for which Empress Alexandra never forgave the grand duke.58


Tall, at six feet six inches, and slender, with broad shoulders, a stern, determined face, graying hair, a goatee, and an English-style mustache, Nikolai Nikolaevich possessed charisma as a military leader, vozhd—a quality that Nicholas II did not possess. Little wonder that Nicholas felt jealous of his cousin, and that Alexandra treated Nikolasha as her husband’s rival, plotting to usurp the throne. Nikolasha’s marriage to Stana, one of the Montenegro Black Princesses, did not help his relationship with the imperial couple.


 


Stories of Grigorii Efimovich Rasputin, a Siberian peasant who rose to near the very top of the power structure in the Russian Empire, are legion. A majority of these stories dwell on his miraculous healing power, with which he saved Tsarevich Aleksei from death. Abandoned by modern science, Nicholas and Alexandra found in the miracles performed by Rasputin the only hope to save the life of their son and the autocracy.59


The questions of how Rasputin rose from the small village of Pokrovskoe in Siberia, how he influenced Nicholas and Alexandra, and what role he played in the erosion and eventual destruction of the monarchy are more complex than the mere story of Rasputin as a miracle healer.


Who was Rasputin? He was not an ordained priest, nor a monk. He was not associated with the organized Orthodox Church. He was not a starets, an ascetic who practiced religious awakening and meditation through prayers in isolation. He was not a horse thief, as is often said, nor was his youth wild and dissolute. He engaged in pilgrimage, going from one holy place to another, acquiring the ability to relate to all kinds of people and to read deeply into their psychology.


The Orthodox Church, with its priests and rituals, stood at the center of village life, but “pagan spirits, sorcerers and hobgoblins lurked around its boundaries.”60 People often sought healing and miracles from wandering pilgrims and starets. They represented authentic Russian popular Christianity, though often outside the organized church. Rasputin mastered the scriptures and acquired the ability to preach in simple language, citing appropriate passages. This talent caught the attention of some in the Orthodox Church hierarchy, and he took advantage of that to enter established society.


One thing this holy man could not abandon was his sexual drive. His genuine religious convictions were merged with sexual appetite, and he elevated these two into a convenient theology: “You have to sin to repent, and you have to repent to be saved.” He was a consummate psychologist, able to spot the sources of people’s anxieties, frustrations, and pains and soothe them with appropriate passages from the scriptures, often accompanied with gentle touch. Everyone who met Rasputin was mesmerized by his piercing gray-blue eyes, which seemed to penetrate the depths of the soul. Admirers began to congregate, worshipping Rasputin’s words as the words of God, and from this Rasputin created a cult-like following.


Rasputin was a crafty manipulator. At each stage of climbing the social ladder, he took advantage of those who supported him, but as soon as their utility to him was exhausted or as soon as they began criticizing his behaviors as contrary to Christian preaching, he had no qualms about declaring them enemies who needed to be destroyed. Early supporters within the Orthodox Church, such as Archimandrite Feofan, the hieromonk Iliodor, and Archbishop Germogen, who introduced Rasputin to St. Petersburg high society, became Rasputin’s archenemies. Militsa and Stana, the Black Princesses, were the ones who first brought Rasputin to the imperial palace to introduce him to Nicholas and Alexandra, but eventually they would become estranged from him as well.


It should not be surprising that this filthy Siberian muzhik (peasant), even in a loose blouse and baggy trousers with a goat-like smell, could transfix elegant, high-class salons; think of other cults in history, such as those around Charles Manson, Jim Jones, and Shoko Asahara (Aum Shinrikyo in Japan), conspiracy theories such as QAnon, and Donald Trump’s MAGA movement in America, all of which attracted many devoted followers. At a time when Russia was going through rapid modernization and traditional values became loosened, confused people, having lost the traditional ballast and certainty of their moral compass, searched for something to alleviate anxiety, emptiness, and the feeling of a spiritual void. Some members of the elite, even the educated, were attracted to spiritualism, occultism, and seances, while others found themselves drawn toward the Freemasons. Rasputin’s cult represented this Zeitgeist. Had Rasputin not been accorded access to the pinnacle of power, the cult around him would have been but an obscure footnote to Russian history.


It was Militsa who first brought Rasputin to Tsarskoe Selo on November 1, 1905. Nicholas wrote in his diary: “We have got to know a man of God, Gregory, from Tobolsk Province.” Rasputin’s manners were perfectly calculated to the tastes of the imperial couple. “He was respectful but never fawning; he felt free to laugh loudly and to criticize freely, although he larded his language heavily with biblical quotes and old Russian proverbs.” Instead of addressing the tsar and the tsarina as “Your Majesty” or “Your Imperial Majesty,” he called Nicholas batiushka (papa) and Alexandra matushka (mother).61 “He is just a good, religious, simple-minded Russian,” Nicholas commented about Rasputin. “When in trouble or assailed by doubts,” he confided, “I like to have a talk with him, and invariably feel at peace with myself afterward.” Alexandra went further, “believing that Rasputin was a personal emissary from God to her, to her husband and to Russia.” Robert K. Massie, a popular biographer of Nicholas and Alexandra, aptly describes the significance of the meeting of Rasputin with the imperial couple: “He had all the trappings: he was a peasant, devoted to the Tsar and Orthodox faith; he represented the historic triumvirate: Tsar-Church-People.”62


Many eyewitness accounts attest to the miraculous disappearance of Aleksei’s hemophiliac pains in Rasputin’s presence, after his intervention, or even after a telegram from him. Following the Spala accident, after all the doctors had given up and the tsarevitch’s death bulletin had been prepared, a telegram from Rasputin arrived, saying, “God has seen your tears and heard your prayers. Do not grieve. The Little One will not die. Do not allow the doctors to bother him too much.” In another case, doctors had once again given up hope when Alexandra asked Anna Vyrubova to summon Rasputin. He came, looked at the boy, and said: “Don’t be alarmed. Nothing will happen.” He then walked away. The boy fell asleep, and by the next day Aleksei had recovered.


Skeptics argue that these were mere coincidence. Rasputin timed his appearances, whether in person or by telegram, for the opportune time: after the doctors had already administered all possible treatments to stop the bleeding. Others add that in the imperial court, Rasputin had his agents, notably Vyrubova, who knew what was happening and helped him time his appearances for the best effect. Still others point out Rasputin’s shifty words, which always left him an escape. For instance, after a railway accident that almost killed Vyrubova in January 1915, Rasputin rushed to the scene and said: “God will give her back to you if she is needed by you and the country. If her influence is harmful, on the other hand, He will take her away. I cannot claim to know His impenetrable designs.”63 It was a clever way of not committing to the outcome one way or the other.64


It is important to stress that Rasputin did not heal Aleksei’s hemophilia. Despite Rasputin’s intervention, Aleksei continued to have the disease. At best, all Rasputin might have done was to stop the child’s bleeding on any given occasion. One plausible explanation is that there is an unknown connection between the mind and illness. Alexandra sought salvation in prayers, and Rasputin offered those prayers, along with hope, which eased the mother’s anxiety; Aleksei was totally dependent on his mother, and the mother’s confidence that he would recover reduced the boy’s anxiety. Rasputin’s biographer, Douglas Smith, writes:


What matters was that Ale[ks]ei did not die while Rasputin was alive, and this was enough for the anxious mother. (Although Ale[ks]ei did not die from his illness after Rasputin’s death either, it deserves noting.) Alexandra was convinced that it was faith—both hers and Rasputin’s—that safeguarded her son’s life. And it was through the lens of faith that Rasputin’s acts took on the aura of miracles.65


 


Not long into Nicholas’s rule, change began to shake the autocratic, unchanging Russia the tsar had attempted to freeze in place. Cracks began to show after Russia suffered a series of humiliating defeats during the 1904–1905 Russo-Japanese War: it surrendered Port Arthur, it suffered a defeat at Mukden, and its Baltic Fleet was annihilated at the Battle of Tsushima. Then, on Sunday, January 9, 1905, thousands of workers led by Father Georgy Apollonovich Gapon marched toward the Winter Palace, singing “God Save the Tsar,” to present a petition to the tsar, requesting universal suffrage and improvement of their working lives. Troops fired on the demonstrators, killing or wounding more than a thousand. This event, known as Bloody Sunday, marked the beginning of the 1905 revolution, in which not only disgruntled workers but also members of educated society revolted against autocracy, with peasants rising up against landlords as well. The historian Richard Wortman has summed up the depth of the crisis: “The 1905 Revolution seemingly belied the fundamental premise of the National myth—the Russian people’s unswerving devotion to the tsar, which had spared Russia the upheavals of the West.”66


Yet, this time at least, the tsarist regime managed to prolong its life by promising concessions. Urged by Sergei Witte and Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, Nicholas II issued the October Manifesto on October 17, 1905, in which he guaranteed basic civil liberties—freedom of religion, speech, assembly, and association—and promised to establish a national legislative body known as the State Duma. This amounted to a fundamental change in the state structure. To Nicholas, however, this was merely a temporary retreat; as the founder of the new system, he “clearly felt himself entitled to change it when he saw fit.”67 He soon regretted having gone along with the manifesto, and never forgave Witte and Nikolai Nikolae­vich for pressuring him to accept it.68 


What followed after the October Manifesto was a series of political reverses that culminated in the Fundamental Laws issued on April 23, 1906.69 The Fundamental Laws defined the monarch’s power as “autocratic.” Nicholas wanted to define it as “autocratic and unlimited,” but when he met with objections, he relented and dropped “unlimited”—a change that he justified not because he accepted the limitation of his power but rather because he believed “autocratic” was synonymous with “unlimited” and therefore redundant.70 He remained convinced that “he retained the primary legislative authority that allowed him to issue the October Manifesto, that he was the creator of the new institutions, and that he alone could change them.”71


To the disappointment of the liberals, the new legislative body was to be bicameral. Together with the State Duma, the State Council was created, with half of its members directly appointed by the tsar. The Duma was encumbered by all kinds of restrictions. One of the glaring examples of the Duma’s powerlessness was Article 87 of the Fundamental Laws, which gave the government emergency power to enact a law while the legislative chambers were not in session. The Duma had no power over appointments and dismissals of ministers, which remained the exclusive prerogative of the tsar. The Council of Ministers was not responsible to the parliament. The Duma had no legal power to check the conduct of the tsar and his bureaucracy. In other words, the new system was not a genuine parliamentary system, where the executive power was answerable to the legislative power. Nonetheless, the state structure was significantly modified with the introduction of the legislative chambers. It was no longer a complete autocracy, but it was not a genuine parliamentary system.72


There was no question that Nicholas would have rescinded the October Manifesto and abolished the Duma altogether if he felt he could. But the political reality after 1906, characterized by the emergence of party politics and a vibrant press, dictated that he had to learn to live with the new institution, albeit reluctantly. The question is whether Nicholas had a chance to develop the new reality into something akin to Rechtsstaat, in which he agreed to limit his autocratic power. Had he listened to Witte’s advice, he could have moved Russia in that direction, but his stubborn notion of autocracy prevented this option.73


Nicholas II rejected not only the Duma but also the state bureaucracy. Despite its inefficiency and legendary corruption, Russian bureaucracy had developed since Alexander I’s administrative reform, producing such eminent statesmen as Witte, Mikhail Mikhailovich Speransky, Pavel Dmitrievich Kiselev, Dmitry Alekseievich Milyutin, and Pyotr Arkadievich Stolypin. As historian Dominic Lieven has argued, by 1905 “the focus of most civil servants’ loyalties had shifted from the dynasty to the state and the nation.”74 But Nicholas considered ministers to be irritating intruders who came between the tsar and the people. He abhorred the ministerial intervention. He disliked Witte and Stolypin, whose strong personalities and leadership might overshadow him. He played one minister against another, enhancing his own prestige. There was no mechanism to coordinate the policies of various ministries, resulting in rivalries, conflict, and intrigues among them. As Bruce Menning points out, this amounted to “divide and misrule.”75


Nicholas II did not have a secretariat or a personal secretary (comparable to an American president’s chief of staff) to serve as a clearinghouse for information emanating from ministries and departments of the executive branch. Each minister presented his report to the emperor without coordination with others. In most cases, Nicholas simply rubber-stamped reports presented from ministries he was not much interested in or had little knowledge of, but he jealously guarded his prerogative to appoint and dismiss ministers.76


 


Countering Nicholas’s desire for the continuation of unchanging autocratic rule, a set of liberal groups vied for reform. The liberals were mainly divided into two groups. The more moderate of the groups, the Octobrists, were led by Aleksandr Ivanovich Guchkov and Mikhail Vladimirovich Rodzyanko, who took the position that a modus vivendi was possible between the Duma and the emperor’s government. Rodzyanko, a heavyset man nicknamed “The Bear,” held monarchist ideas, but he cherished the Duma as the legislative body that could check the excesses of the executive branch. Guchkov was a staunch monarchist also, but over time he became critical not only of the empress and her association with Rasputin but also of the tsar himself. While Rodzyanko was committed to peaceful means to achieve reconciliation between the government and the liberal opposition—at least until the February Revolution—Guchkov eventually became convinced that the only way to save the monarchical system was a palace coup to remove Nicholas and Alexandra.77


The other group, led by Moscow University history professor Pavel Nikolaevich Milyukov, was the Constitutional Democratic Party (known as the Kadets, from the abbreviation of the Russian name), who insisted on a genuine parliamentary system. Brilliant, dogmatic, and arrogant, Milyukov exerted dominant leadership over the party, maintaining a precarious unity threatened by the struggle between the party’s right wing, represented by Vasily Alekseevich Maklakov, brother of the reactionary minister of internal affairs, Nikolai Alekseevich Maklakov, and its left wing, led by Nikolai Vissarionovich Nekrasov. The party perceived itself as transcending all narrow class interests and aiming for the welfare and freedom of all people.78 Situated left of the Kadets was the Progressive Party, organized by Moscow industrialists led by the brothers Pavel and Vasily Pavlovich Ryabushinsky and by Aleksandr Ivanovich Konovalov.


Another opposition leader was the socialist Aleksandr Fyodorovich Kerensky, who advocated a revolutionary path to overthrowing the tsarist government. Earning prominence as a lawyer representing the oppressed masses, he was elected to be a deputy of the Fourth Duma. His fiery speeches against the government and appealing to his liberal colleagues to join the revolution were often censored, but they elevated his stature as a leader who could link the masses with the liberal opposition. He headed a Masonic organization through which he cobbled together a wide network of activists.79


 


One important peculiarity of the Russian Empire was the degree to which the system’s prestige rose and fell with the personality of the autocrat. And under Nicholas II its prestige vastly declined. As historian Boris Kolonitskii has argued, the prestige of the system fell as people perceived Nicholas as a weak and incompetent military leader who did not measure up to their expectations of a vozhd, or supreme leader.80


More than anything else, the Rasputin affair contributed to the catastrophic erosion of the autocracy’s prestige. As Rasputin’s fame spread, stories both true and false swirled regarding his wild sexual escapades and debauchery. This alarmed government officials and Nicholas’s relatives.


One of the first influential politicians who advised Nicholas on the Rasputin affair was Pyotr Stolypin. In 1908 Stolypin warned Nicholas of the danger of associating with Rasputin, armed with information gathered by the chief of the Okhrana (secret police), who concluded that this “crude and debauched fiend” should not be allowed “within cannon fire” of the imperial court. But Nicholas flatly refused to accept his warning. “This is my personal business and has absolutely nothing to do with politics,” Nicholas answered. “Are we, my wife and I, not permitted to have our own personal acquaintances?” Stolypin admonished Nicholas that the sovereign’s responsibility extended to his personal life as well, and that his continuing association with Rasputin would seriously damage the moral authority of the throne. This advice fell on deaf ears, and Nicholas’s confidence in Stolypin waned.81


As the media busily printed new rumors about Rasputin, the Duma took up the issue.82 Guchkov delivered a sensational speech at the Duma on March 9, 1912, declaring that the church and the state were in danger. He condemned Rasputin as a debauched reprobate who had insinuated himself in the “alcove” of power and wielded malicious influence. A resolution of inquiry was passed, and the chairman of the Duma, Rodzyanko, took it upon himself to collect the data needed for the inquiry. He compiled a file on Rasputin full of incriminating information. Rodzyanko had two meetings with Nicholas and presented him with the information, but the tsar was unmoved. Breaking his promise to keep the documents secret, Rodzyanko freely shared them with his colleagues. Nicholas and Alexandra thereafter considered Rodzyanko and Guchkov personal enemies.83


All the while, Nicholas’s relatives grew increasingly apprehensive about the pernicious influence of Rasputin. The tsar’s own mother, the dowager empress, expressed her frustrations to former prime minister Vladimir Nikolaevich Kokovtsov: “My poor daughter-in-law does not perceive that she is ruining both the Dynasty and herself. She sincerely believes in the holiness of an adventurer and we are powerless to ward off the misfortune which is sure to come.”84 Nicholas’s relatives were gingerly getting closer to an alliance with the Duma liberals against Rasputin and the empress.


 


To counter the growing criticism, Nicholas staged a series of historical celebrations to stress the unbroken bond between the autocracy and the people: the two hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Poltava in 1909 (a battle against Sweden during the Northern War), the one hundreth anniversary of the Battle of Borodino in 1912 (a battle against Napoleon), and the tercentenary of the Romanov dynasty in 1913.85 The last featured a series of elaborate commemorations, even as the country was becoming more and more critical of the autocracy. The liberals were becoming more strident in their criticism (especially after the celebrated Beilis case in 1913, as we will see later), while the workers’ strike movement gained momentum and reached its crescendo with a general strike in St. Petersburg in July 1914.


As the country became more divided, Russia also faced a crisis in international relations. In the first decade of the twentieth century, the great powers in Europe were starkly divided into the Triple Alliance (Germany, Austria, and Italy) and the Triple Entente (Russia, Britain, and France). Russia needed peace to rebuild its military strength and restore its international reputation after the humiliation of the Russo-Japanese War. But treaty obligations and military agreements by the members of the Alliance and Entente had created a volatile situation where a small crisis might trigger a war that could engulf the world. The new era ushered in by the 1905 revolution further complicated Russia’s foreign policy. The tsar and his government could no longer ignore public opinion, which was decisively moving against Germany and Austria.86


In 1907 Austria decided to annex Bosnia-Herzegovina, which it had occupied since 1878, provoking a nationalist outcry from the Serbians. Although claiming to be the champion of the Balkan Slavs, Russia did not possess any military means to protect the Serbs against Austria’s decision. Foreign minister Aleksandr Petrovich Izvolsky negotiated with Austrian foreign minister Alois von Aehrenthal and made a deal to recognize the annexation in return for Austria’s consent to open the Turkish Straits—the sea passage from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean—to Russia. Aehrenthal, however, betrayed Izvolsky before Izvolsky betrayed the Serbs. In March 1909 Vienna demanded that Russia and Serbia formally recognize the annexation, threatening to invade Serbia if they did not. The German government fully supported Austria, demanding that Russia accede: “We expect a precise answer, yes or no. Any vague, complicated or ambiguous reply will be regarded as a refusal.” Given its military and political weakness, Russia had no choice but to retreat. It had to accept the annexation, and it did not get access to the Turkish Straits.87 The Bosnian crisis of 1908–1909 greatly contributed to anti-German and anti-Austrian sentiments on the part of the tsar, the government, and the broader public. As Dominic Lieven writes, “The Bosnian crisis was a vital turning point in Russia’s road to 1914.”88


As German-Russian relations cratered, Pyotr Nikolaevich Durnovo, former minister of internal affairs and a conservative monarchist, wrote a memorandum to Nicholas in February 1914. He warned that given the conflict between Britain and Germany, a European war would be a possibility, but if war came, it would be a protracted struggle that would test the overall strength of a country—not only its military but also its financial resources, transportation network, and political strength. Russia was ill-equipped for such a war. Russian armaments were inferior, and any such war would necessitate expenditures beyond Russia’s limited financial means. Any defeat on the battlefield would result in a surge of opposition to the government, but the opposition would not be limited only to politics; it also inevitably would lead to a social revolution, since the masses, both workers or peasants, favored the principles of socialism. Liberal opposition was merely limited to an intellectual movement. There was a profound gulf between the masses and the intellectuals, and the Duma liberals, lacking real authority in the eyes of the people, would be powerless to stem the popular tide. Russia, therefore, should at all costs avoid such a war. It was a stunningly prescient memo, and Nicholas’s failure to take it to heart would cost him.89


On June 15, 1914, the Austrian heir apparent, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and his wife, Sophie Chotek, were assassinated in Sarajevo, Bosnia, by the young Serbian assassin Gavrilo Princip, a member of the Serbian secret organization the Black Hand. This assassination provoked a chain of events that eventually led to the outbreak of the First World War.


Despite the dark clouds gathering in European capitals, the imperial family took their annual summer short cruise along the Baltic coast on the Standard. As they were boarding the imperial yacht, Aleksei caught his foot on a ladder and twisted his ankle. This resulted in a hemorrhage that caused the boy excruciating pain.90 During the same cruise, the imperial couple received more bad news. Rasputin had been stabbed and seriously wounded in Pokrovskoe by Khiyona Kuzminichna Guseva, a deranged devotee of Rasputin’s archenemy Iliodor.91 One can easily imagine that the imperial couple were more preoccupied with Aleksei’s condition and the fate of Rasputin than with the events that followed the assassination of the Austrian archduke in Sarajevo.


As a crisis mounted after the assassination in Sarajevo, Durnovo was not alone in opposing Russia’s war against Germany. He had unexpected allies in different quarters: Sergei Witte and Rasputin. Witte told his old friends that to fight for Russia’s prestige was “a romantic, old-fashioned chimera.”92 As for Rasputin, because he was close to the peasants, he sensed what war would cost in peasants’ blood and livelihoods. Still recovering in bed from the wounds inflicted by the deranged woman, he sent a telegram to Nicholas: “Let Papa not plan war, for with the war will come the end of Russia and yourselves and you will lose to the last man.”93


On July 10, the Austrian government handed an ultimatum to Serbia, which included a provision forcing the Serbian government to accept the result of the Austrian investigation of the assassination. It also demanded an answer within forty-eight hours. The next day, when the text of the Austrian ultimatum reached foreign minister Sergei Dmitrievich Sazonov, he exclaimed, “This means war in Europe!”94 From then on, events moved rapidly from bad to worse.


Clearly Nicholas did not desire war. On the day he received the news of the Austrian ultimatum, he remarked, “None of them [the leaders] would wish to let war loose in Europe to protect the interests of a Balkan state. War would be disastrous for the world and once it has broken out it will be difficult to stop.”95 At the Council of Ministers meeting held on this day, however, he was forced to accept partial mobilization in four military districts along the border with Austria. On July 15, rejecting Serbia’s conciliatory response to the ultimatum, Austria declared war against Serbia. On the following day, the tsar reluctantly accepted a general mobilization proposed by Sazonov and other ministers. But upon receiving a telegram from Kaiser Wilhelm (who was Nicholas’s cousin), indicating that Russian preparations for war would endanger Wilhelm’s attempt to mediate between Austria and Serbia, Nicholas rescinded the general mobilization, reverting to the partial mobilization. On July 17, Sazonov and agriculture minister Aleksandr Vasilievich Krivoshein, convinced that the war was imminent, put strong pressure on Nicholas to adopt a general mobilization. Nicholas became deathly pale and replied in a choked voice: “Just think of the responsibility you’re advising me to assume! Remember it’s a question of sending thousands and thousands of men to their death!”96 But in the end, the emperor gave in. Between 6 and 7 p.m. on this day, the tsar issued the order for a general mobilization.97 


Nevertheless, he still clung to the hope that war could be avoided through the kaiser’s intervention. He decided to send an emissary to Berlin to appeal to his cousin’s goodwill, though he knew that the general mobilization would diminish his hope. But all the ministers who assembled in Petergof on July 18 took it for granted that the war was inevitable. Nicholas was willing to withdraw the order for a general mobilization if that would ensure peace, but his ministers opposed such a move. Nicholas was too weak to overrule his ministers, and too weak to oppose Kaiser Wilhelm. Two days later, Germany declared war against Russia. 


Nicholas did not want war, but neither did he intervene forcefully to avoid war. The tsar’s diary for these crucial nine days from July 11 to July 20 shows that he was curiously detached from the events that would lead to the catastrophic war.98 


It was the ministers, especially Krivoshein and Sazonov, who pushed the tsar to accept war. They were convinced that Austria was taking a bellicose position with Germany’s backing. Furthermore, they said, Russia’s honor and prestige were at stake, and the Russian public would not tolerate their country backing down again.99 The ministers were determined not to repeat the humiliation that Russia had suffered as a result of the Bosnian crisis. They had to take a strong stand, they argued, so that Germany would not bully Russia again. They were all swept up by what Witte called “the romantic, old-fashioned chimera.”


Nicholas hoped his cousin Kaiser Wilhelm, whom he called Willy, would be able to avoid war. Finance Minister Pyotr Lvovich Bark recalled that on the day he learned of the Austrian ultimatum, Nicholas said that he found it “hard to believe that the man who had sat in the neighboring room twenty years before when Nicholas and Alexandra became engaged could now deliberately be starting a war which would engulf all Europe.”100 The Willy-Nicky correspondence during these crucial days reveals that while Nicholas was sincere in trusting Wilhelm’s putative attempt at mediation, Willy took advantage of Nicky’s naivete. On the day he rescinded the initial decision to institute a general mobilization, Nicholas sent a conciliatory telegram to Wilhelm, insisting: “We are far from wishing war. As long as the negotiations with Austria on Serbia’s account are taking place my troops shall not make any provocative action. I give you my solemn word for this.” He signed it “Your affectionate Nicky.” The tsar still clung to the illusion that war could be avoided. But later that day he received a telegram from Wilhelm brazenly asking that Nicholas suspend even the partial mobilization against Austria, arguing that any Russian mobilization would endanger Wilhelm’s role as a mediator between Austria and Serbia. With this assertion Wilhelm was setting the stage for all the blame to fall on his Russian cousin if war did indeed break out.101 


The picture that emerges from these crucial ten days is a tsar pushed around by his ministers as well as his cousin Willy, and forced into a fateful war that he did not want. This is hardly the picture of a powerful autocratic ruler, grabbing the bull by the horns and dictating the course of events rather than being buffeted about by them. 


At the 11 a.m. meeting of the Council of Ministers on July 18 Nicholas spoke, informing those assembled that he intended to serve as supreme commander if war came. The ministers were aghast. Everyone knew that the emperor was not a military strategist; he would be blamed for errors and defeats in battles, and his assumption of the supreme commandership would necessitate his presence at the military’s general headquarters, the Stavka, not only disrupting the functioning of the government but, through Nicholas’s absence from the capital, also opening up the possibility of meddling by the empress and Rasputin in governmental affairs. The opposition to Nicholas’s plan was unanimous. Even the usually docile prime minister, Ivan Logginovich Goremykin, spoke against the tsar’s intention. Nicholas kept silent, clearly bristling at his inability to impose his will on his ministers. The next morning, he appointed his cousin Nikolasha as the supreme commander.102 At 7 p.m. on July 19, Germany declared war against Russia.


Nicholas would not learn of the German declaration of war until he went to his study before dinner at the Alexandria Cottage in Petergof. When Nicholas reappeared, he looked pale. He told the family that war had been declared. Alexandra began to weep and the daughters burst into tears.103


After midnight, Nicholas was having tea with Alexandra in her room when he received a telegram from Wilhelm that had been sent before Germany’s declaration of war: “Until I have received this answer, alas, I am unable to discuss the subject of your telegram. As a matter of fact, I must request you to immediately order your troops on no account to commit the slightest act of trespassing over our frontiers.”104


Nicholas read and reread it, unable to understand what his cousin meant. He read it to Alexandra. She asked: “You’re not going to answer it, are you?” “Certainly not!” was his response. Finally, Wilhelm’s insincerity and betrayal struck him. Nicholas felt that “all was over forever between him and Wilhelm.”105 He would never forgive the kaiser, whom he had trusted to avoid war.


On the following day, July 20, Russia declared war against Germany and Austria. A world war had begun.










Chapter 2


Russia Enters the War


In 1914 not a drop of rain fell between Easter and the summer in most of European Russia. Crops died, dust from dry fields yellowed the city streets, and the smell of burning grass hung in the air. Anna Akhmatova captured the superstitious, fearful mood in her poem “July 1914”:


 


The sun has become a sign of God’s disfavor;


Since Easter no rain has sprinkled the fields.


A one-legged passer-by came and,


Alone in the courtyard, said:


“Terrible times are drawing near.


Soon the earth will be packed with fresh graves.


You must expect famine, earthquakes, pestilence,


And the eclipse of the heavenly bodies.” 1


 


Yet in spite of the gloom, patriotism surged in St. Petersburg as war broke out. Around 1 p.m. on July 20, 1914, Emperor Nicholas II and Empress Alexandra, accompanied by their daughters, sailed from their summer residence in Petergof to St. Petersburg on the imperial yacht Alexandria. They left behind Aleksei, sick in bed with internal bleeding. At the mouth of the Neva River, they were greeted with a gun salute from the newest and most powerful ships of the Russian Imperial Navy, Gangut and Sevastopol. On the English Embankment, the imperial family changed to a steamboat. When they reached the Winter Palace, the crowd who had been waiting for their arrival since early morning welcomed them with a loud hurrah. Spontaneously they erupted in the hymn “God Save the Tsar.” The guns of the Peter and Paul Fortress, across the Neva, thundered to mark the arrival of the emperor.2


In the Malachite Room of the Winter Palace, the emperor signed the manifesto declaring war. The manifesto appealed to the entire society to unite around the throne. It declared: “In this hour of trial, let us forget our internal discords. Let us strengthen closer unity of the Tsar with His people and let Russia, standing up like one man, expel the insolent offensive of the enemy.”


After signing the manifesto, Nicholas and his family went into Nikolaevsky Hall, so massive that it could comfortably contain three thousand people. It was filled with members of the Romanov family, court officials, high government officials, generals, admirals, officers of the guard regiments, high-ranking officers of the St. Petersburg Military District, and foreign diplomats. Conspicuously missing were the members of the Duma. The tsar read the manifesto to the assembled dignitaries, and Father Aleksandr Petrovich Vasiliev, religious adviser to the imperial family, read the prayer of supplication for Russia’s victory over the enemy. After the prayer, the emperor swore to the assembled guests, “I hereby solemnly declare that I will not conclude any peace until the last soldier of the enemy leaves Our land,” the identical oath that Alexander I had pledged when he entered the Napoleonic Wars in 1812. The speech was met with thunderous cheers, and many knelt and cried.3


The imperial couple’s next stop was the red-draped Middle Balcony, which faced Palace Square, filled with people holding portraits of Nicholas and Alexandra and Russian flags. When the imperial couple emerged onto the balcony, thousands in the square knelt, crossed themselves, and sang “God Save the Tsar.”4 Princess Cantacuzene saw many tearful eyes as Nicholas II swore Alexander I’s oath once again. As she described the scene:


A hardened old military man said gently, “See how devoted and serious they are; and how they pity their Emperor, and wish to help him!” “The Emperor holds trump cards in the great game he must play,” said another. “His people have brought him their gift of loyalty today; and his proud aristocracy, as well as his peasants, are of one piece in this!”5


The imperial couple left the balcony reassured that the people and the tsar were united, that the people worshiped the tsar, and that they needed him. There was a thunderstorm in St. Petersburg later that day, but crowds lingered long after the couple had withdrawn from view. Even torrential rain could not chase the people away from Palace Square.6


Almost as an afterthought, Nicholas invited the members of the Duma and the State Council to the Winter Palace—belatedly, on July 26, the day the legislative chambers were convened. There the emperor implored the members of the parliament to do their duty to the end. Mikhail Rodzyanko, chairman of the Duma, replied, “With a firm belief in the grace of God, we will grudge no sacrifices until the foe is vanquished and Russia’s honor vindicated.” Tears in his eyes, Nicholas made the sign of the cross. The “sacred union,” it appeared, still encompassed both the tsar and his liberal opposition.


After the invited deputies trekked back to the Tauride Palace, the entire membership of both chambers, with the exception of a small number of socialist deputies, solemnly pledged their support of the government. The Central Committee of the Kadet party, the center of the liberal opposition, voted almost unanimously for unconditional support of the government and suspension of criticism. Only Fyodor Izmailovich Ro­­dichev, a Jewish member of the Kadets’ Central Committee, raised an objection: “Do you really think that those fools could bring us a victory?” Despite his skepticism, the Kadets’ statement, written by its leader, Pavel Milyukov, proclaimed: “We are united in this struggle; we set no conditions and we demand nothing. On the scales of war, we simply place our firm will for victory.”


But concealed behind this seeming unity were fundamental divisions. While Nicholas was pleased to accept the liberals’ pledge to suspend criticisms in support of the government, the liberals hoped that the government would respond to this conciliatory gesture by asking them to join in the common struggle against the enemy.7 But the government remained the same, with the subservient Ivan Goremykin as its head. No war cabinet was formed with the participation of liberal opposition leaders. Nicholas failed to take this opportunity to form a government of “national salvation.”


Outwardly Russia seemed a country united. The workers’ strike movement, which had gained momentum after the massacre of protesting workers by a brigade of soldiers at the Lena gold mine in 1912, had reached its peak on the eve of the war, and at the beginning of July 1914 a general strike had been declared in St. Petersburg, with barricades in the streets. After the declaration of war, however, the strikes quickly dissipated.8 Patriotic sentiment appeared so widespread among workers that the Bolshevik activists admitted that it was physically dangerous even to speak against the war.9


But behind the euphoria of national unity, Anna Akhmatova predicted the coming of a holocaust:


 


A sweet smell of juniper


Comes floating from the burning woods.


The soldiers’ wives bend over their children and moan,


The weeping of widows echoes through the village.


Not in vain were the prayers offered;


The earth yearned for rain.


The trampled fields were sprinkled


With warm and red moisture.


The empty sky is low, so low


And the voice of the one who prays sounds soft:


“They are wounding Your most holy body,


And casting lots for Your garments.”10


 


A darkness undergirded the spontaneous patriotic demonstrations. On July 20, a huge anti-German demonstration in front of the German embassy near St. Isaac’s Cathedral turned into a rampage. Mobs occupied the embassy building, threw papers and furniture from the windows, built a huge bonfire in the square, and finally, amid the enthusiastic cheers of the crowd, knocked down the massive Dioskouroi sculpture atop the building. The fact that these outbursts were technically supportive of the government was hardly reassuring to city leadership—one embassy employee had been killed in the melee. The city governor of the newly renamed Petrograd (formerly St. Petersburg), Prince Aleksandr Sergee­vich Obolensky, banned further demonstrations.11


Despite Nicholas’s abiding faith that the common folk supported the tsar, Russia, and the war effort, evidence to the contrary was swift to emerge. Few peasants willingly responded to the government’s call for mobilization, and some rioted within weeks of the war’s declaration. In July and August, at many assembly points in the empire, mobilized and reserve soldiers joined with their families and villagers to attack police and loot liquor and food stores. Already unhappy to be sent to war in the name of “national honor,” an abstract concept that they hardly understood, they were particularly incensed that the government was breaking with tradition and carrying out the mobilization without liquor. One of the largest riots took place in Barnaul, in Tomsk province, where several thousand garrison soldiers attacked government buildings, including the prison and police station. They ransacked the state-run wine warehouse, set fire to buildings along three streets, and took complete control of the city for a full day. Residents fled. Only imperial army units brought from outside were able to restore order. Altogether, 112 men were killed and 160 rioters arrested. Similar riots took place across forty-three provinces, resulting in the deaths or injuries of more than five hundred rioters and one hundred law enforcement agents, all of it kept secret from the public.12


Under the euphoria of patriotism, violence bubbled, ready to erupt. The masses at the lowest rung of society were ready to deploy it against whatever enemy was convenient, whether Germans, those with German-sounding names, Jews, or government officials suspected of treason.


 


The First World War revealed a schism between the new century into which the world was plunging and the old era it was leaving. It was the first modern war for which countries’ entire industrial resources were mobilized and national economies were restructured. It was fought with armaments produced by the most advanced technology available at that time. Tanks, airplanes, poison gas, and submarines made their first appearance in warfare, and the advent of new technology made traditional military strategy obsolete. With infantry rifles capable of firing up to fifteen rounds a minute at a range of three kilometers, cavalry was rendered useless. Yet tanks were not yet fast or well-armored enough to become a dominant weapon of war, so armies were forced to rely on horses for mobile attacks in spite of their severe limitations.13


Even more vital was the scale of changes to society that the war demanded. The wartime economy had to be organized for armament production. “It was a war,” as American historian Laura Engelstein writes, “that affected society from top to bottom and demanded its full engagement, under a regime used to seeing civil initiative as a threat rather than a resource.”14 Eventually Russia would be knocked out of the war, not because its military technology was inferior to that of its enemies but rather because its sociopolitical system could not withstand the strain of protracted modern warfare. To paraphrase British historian Norman Stone, Russia’s defeat was caused by the conflict between a twentieth-century war and a nineteenth-century body politic.


The war exposed numerous weaknesses of Russia’s political-military system. The theater of war was extended roughly from the Baltic Sea in the west to Minsk in the east, and from St. Petersburg in the north to the Black Sea in the south. Organizational chaos resulting from a hastily adopted Statute on the Field Administration of Troops on Wartime conferred plenipotential military and civil power on the supreme commander over the entire zone of active operations. Coordination between the high command and the civilian government became difficult, since the jurisdiction of the Council of Ministers could not extend to the zone of military operations. Though theoretically the tsar was to preside over both military and civilian administrations, Nicholas neither embraced this task nor created a war council to coordinate it in his stead.15


The army’s military leadership was hopelessly divided between entrenched traditionalists, who insisted on the importance of fortresses and cavalry commanded by aristocratic officers, and modernizers, who emphasized the role of infantry and artillery. The army was further divided between front commanders and the War Ministry, and between the northwestern front and the southwestern front. Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, the tsar’s cousin once removed, who had been appointed supreme commander, established the general headquarters, called the Stavka, at Baranovichi in Belorussia (now Belarus), some three hundred kilometers behind the extended front line. Despite his reputation as a vozhd, or great military leader, Nikolai Nikolaevich was not a decisive commander. Although he was not entirely a figurehead, he left operational decisions to two generals under him who could not get along. The avidly xenophobic chief of staff, General Nikolai Nikolaevich Yanushkevich, was in charge of administration, while his rival, Quartermaster General Yury Nikolaevich Danilov, took charge of operational decisions.16


Nicholas II played no part in resolving conflicts within the military, likely because he did not comprehend the issues that divided them. Though his favorites won their appointments by skillfully currying his favor, many of them were militarily incompetent. The notable exception was the appointment of Mikhail Alekseev as the chief of staff of the Stavka in 1915.17 He was given the title of adjutant general (imperial aide-de-camp), which granted the recipient the privilege of gaining access to the emperor without an intermediary.


 


At the war’s outset, Russia loomed large in the calculations of both friends and foes. Germany’s Schlieffen Plan sought to avoid a two-front war by knocking France out first, before Russia completed its general mobilization, and only then attacking Russia. The French General Staff hoped to counter this by adopting Plan XVII, which depended on Russia attacking Germany as soon as Germany mobilized. Though the Russian General Staff planned to attack Austria-Hungary first, under French pressure they relented; the disappointing result would set the tone of the war effort to come.
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*Denotes those executed during the Bolshevik revolution
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