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  Introduction


  What’s So Great about Catherine?




  Since 1999, I have written a dozen books on business leadership, based on some of history’s most notable leaders. Of these, Catherine the Great, CEO is only the second devoted to a woman leader. The first was Elizabeth I, CEO.




  The fact is that historians generally cite just two towering woman monarchs, Elizabeth I of England (1533–1603) and Catherine II of Russia (1729–96), invariably comparing the second to the first. That there is such a dearth of writing and research available on historical female leaders is unfortunate both for today’s women leaders and for writers in search of subjects that appeal to them. The popularity of Elizabeth I, CEO—a BusinessWeek bestseller in 2000—attests to the vigorous demand for historical, strategic, female leadership role models. So, after twelve years, it seemed high time for another.




  But is Catherine the right one?




  She has certainly attracted a great deal of interest, from her own eighteenth century to our twenty-first. Most recently, she has been the subject of a major New York Times bestseller biography by Robert K. Massie (2011) and an acclaimed PBS docudrama (2006), but these are just the latest in a long succession of biographies, histories, novels, and biopics, which even include some early silent films.




  Except for the most recent works, the majority of books and films devoted to Catherine have hardly focused on issues of leadership. Accounts of her harrowing adolescence and young womanhood in the court of Russia’s Empress Elizabeth, her arranged marriage to the psychopathic, profoundly deranged, and ineffably repugnant Grand Duke Peter (later, Czar Peter III), and her love life (more to the point, her sex life) have dominated virtually all popular and literary treatments of Catherine, including a surprising number of academic (or at least learned) studies as well.




  Certainly, the sex has crowded out everything else in the purely pop culture portrait of Catherine the Great. Even during her own lifetime, Catherine—this empress who seized the throne from her husband and may even have been complicit in his murder—was often portrayed as a nymphomaniac. The scurrilous embellishments became more numerous and sensational as time went on, culminating in the persistent legend that she died trying to appease her sexual appetite by means of intercourse with a stallion. Suspended by a system of ropes and pulleys above her bed (the legend goes), the steed was lowered too quickly and crushed her to death.




  Let’s clear the air: This never happened.




  The empress died of a cerebral hemorrhage, or stroke—at the time called apoplexy—and she was alone in her bedroom at the time. It is quite true that she had a lifelong passion for riding horses, and, as a superb horsewoman, she defied convention by riding astride rather than sidesaddle. While living in the court of St. Petersburg under the watchful eye of Empress Elizabeth and her many minions, Catherine even invented a unique convertible saddle. It could be configured as a sidesaddle when she set off on a hunt or a ride while Elizabeth and others looked on; and then, far from prying eyes, it could be reconfigured on the fly for riding astride. She outrode most men. Was there a sexual element in this? Well, she certainly took great pleasure in it. Did she therefore have sex with her horses? No.




  As for human lovers, a dozen men have been thoroughly documented, including one she made the king of Poland, one who was her adviser at the highest level, and the redoubtable Grigory Potemkin, who was virtually her consort and may even have been secretly her wedded husband. During her own lifetime, many people in her court and throughout Europe believed she had far more than twelve liaisons—the vast majority with very young men. During her own lifetime and afterward, she was the subject of pornographic novels, magazine stories, and engravings. Today, most reputable historians have settled on the twelve documented lovers over the course of some thirty years—a lively but hardly sensational romantic résumé for three decades in the life of a widow.




  Of course, disproving nymphomania does not in itself qualify a woman as a leadership role model. Once we have disposed of the sexual canards, we are left with what some have seen as a usurper, turned reformer, turned tyrant. No less a figure than the English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge celebrated Catherine’s passing in his “Ode to the Departing Year,” expressing with pleasure his great relief that “No more on Murder’s lurid face / The insatiate Hag shall gloat with drunken eye!”




  It is true that Catherine presided over two major wars of conquest against the Ottoman Empire. It is also true that, while she started her reign as a reformer—an empress steeped in the Age of Enlightenment and one determined to bring Russia into the family of Western European nations and to exorcise the long-lingering specter of Ivan the Terrible—she later turned her back on reform and on the more liberal aspects of the Enlightenment. The reason for this retreat was the French Revolution. As it did with so many other European sovereigns, that cataclysm, which began in 1789 and lasted beyond her life and reign, struck terror into Catherine’s heart and mind. Fearing infection by the contagion of “Jacobin extremism,” anarchy, and mob rule, and loath to share the fate of Louis XVI, Catherine II became increasingly repressive in the last years of her reign. Yet she never crossed the line into outright tyranny.




  Her bad years—in the context of Russian history, hardly as bad as most—spanned 1789 to 1796. The progressive years began in 1762. For her last seven years, the best that can be said of Catherine was that she was better than all her predecessors save Peter the Great, though she was still less of an absolutist than he. For more than a quarter century of her rule, however, Catherine amply deserved the rank historians accord her, placing her alongside Austria’s Joseph II and Prussia’s Frederick the Great as the most exemplary of the Enlightenment monarchs.




  The “bottom line” of Catherine’s reign was that, like England’s Queen Elizabeth I, she left her empire far greater and far more just and humane than she had found it. Like the earlier English monarch, the Russian came to power both as an outsider and as a survivor: an outsider not only as a woman in what was overwhelmingly a man’s world, but as a contender for leadership who was neither a court insider nor the possessor of a direct right to the throne; a survivor because the prospect of coming of age in the literally cutthroat court of Russia (to say nothing of living long enough to become head of state) was a long shot, at best. Finally, like Elizabeth, Catherine leveraged her presumed “liabilities”—her status as outsider, as survivor, and, most of all, as female—to ignite, fuel, and sustain her rise to leadership and to inform all of her leadership decisions.




  This said, as was the case with Elizabeth I, Catherine II was finally a great leader neither because nor in spite of her being a woman. She possessed and acted upon unisex and universal qualities of intellect, heart, and character that have driven all of history’s most successful leaders—an otherwise diverse lot that includes the likes of Julius Caesar, Napoléon, Theodore Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Mohandas Gandhi. And as with these other luminaries, her career leaves us a rich documentary record of precisely what went into her most consequential leadership decisions.




  Of the fourteen czars and empresses of three centuries of Romanov rule, only two are called “Great”: Pyotr Alekseyevich (Peter I, 1672–1725) and Yekaterina Alekseyevna (Catherine II). Peter built St. Petersburg, the magnificent Baltic city that gave hitherto isolated and backward Russia a “window onto the West.” Catherine created the equivalent at vast Russia’s southern extreme, founding Sevastopol (1784) and Odessa (1794), the great ports of the Black Sea. Peter opened Russia to Western technology and Western principles of government and administration. Catherine introduced the Enlightenment to Russia, including the transformational ideas of Voltaire, Rousseau, and Diderot, as well as the best of European art, literature, and architecture. She revolutionized education in her country; she reformed and rewrote the nation’s tangle of medieval laws; she improved the lot of the serfs and the peasants; and she founded orphanages, hospitals, and one of the world’s oldest, largest, and greatest art museums: the Hermitage. Indeed, Catherine became the single most prolific collector of art in Europe.




  The empress introduced a high degree of religious tolerance to Russia, and she also imported inoculation against smallpox. Peter the Great had made enormous strides toward turning Russia into a formidable military and political power. Catherine built on Peter’s achievement to expand the empire—not only in extent and population but also in its international cultural influence. Her leadership broadened the Russian mind and made possible the creative environment that produced the likes of Pushkin, Gogol, Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, and the many other figures in literature, philosophy, science, and the arts that followed them. Much as Elizabeth I transformed England from an insular backwater to an island that broadcasted its influence and power to the world, so Catherine the Great transformed Russia from what much of the world viewed as a frozen and barbaric wasteland into a realm of profound and far-reaching cultural, intellectual, and political ferment.




  Sophie




  She was born Sophie Friederike Auguste, princess von Anhalt-Zerbst on April 21, 1729, in what was then the Pomeranian city of Stettin in the kingdom of Prussia and is today Szczecin, Poland. Her father, Christian August of Anhalt-Zerbst, was a prince—a title that sounds far grander than it was. Anhalt-Zerbst was among the least considerable and most provincial of the fragmented fiefdoms and principalities in a Germany that was still far from becoming a nation, let alone an empire. His wife, Princess Johanna of Holstein-Gottorp, was not only younger than he, but she also came from a family of superior position. Holstein was a more cosmopolitan and more considerable duchy than Anhalt-Zerbst—and its ruling family had claim to the Swedish crown. Johanna’s great expectations were dashed when her marriage was arranged with Christian August rather than some more brilliant figure. Not surprisingly, she soon tired of her aging husband and her wearisome provincial life, and she took every opportunity to get away, traveling to the estates and castles of the many noble German families to whom she was related.




  In contrast to herself, Johanna’s brother Charles Augustus had made a spectacular match with Princess Elizabeth Petrovna, daughter of Russia’s Peter the Great. Tragically, however, he succumbed to smallpox before the wedding, leaving the bride-elect devastated. Elizabeth’s sister Anna, in the meantime, had married Duke Charles Frederick of Holstein-Gottorp. Anna died just three months after giving birth to their son, Peter Ulrich. Ten years later, Charles Frederick also died, leaving the orphaned Peter a claimant to the Swedish throne and, as the only surviving male descendent of Peter the Great, a potential heir to the throne of Russia as well.




  The Russian throne was hotly contested. In November 1741, Elizabeth rallied the Imperial Guard—officially the Leib Guard, or “Life” Guard—to her cause and overthrew the empress Anna Leopoldovna, who governed as regent for Czar Ivan VI, a year-old infant who was in a highly tentative line of succession rooted in the half-brother of Peter the Great. Having assumed the throne, Elizabeth imprisoned little Ivan and his family in the fortress of Dünamünde and proclaimed fourteen-year-old Peter Ulrich of Holstein-Gottorp her heir. She summoned him to the court at St. Petersburg, changed his name to Peter Fyodorovich, and conferred upon him the title of grand duke.




  Elizabeth’s next step was to find a suitable match for this future czar, so she turned to the family of her late fiancé. As it turned out, Princess Johanna of Holstein-Gottorp’s daughter Sophie was fifteen—close in age to Peter Fyodorovich. The Russian empress sent an invitation to Johanna to promptly accompany her daughter to the St. Petersburg court.




  Johanna found the prospect of becoming the mother-in-law to the Russian czar and living as part of a glittering imperial court intoxicating. That her husband, Sophie’s father, had pointedly not been invited was no obstacle to her accepting the summons; in fact, it was a further incentive to accept. Besides relishing time away from Christian August, Johanna knew his staunch adherence to the Lutheran Church would serve as an obstacle to a match between Sophie and Grand Duke Peter. For her part, Sophie was much closer to her warm and loving father than to her perpetually critical mother. Though she intensely regretted leaving her father, Sophie was eager for adventure.




  En route to St. Petersburg—they set off in midwinter, on January 10, 1744—Sophie and her mother paid their respects to Frederick the Great in Berlin. Despite the hardships of the long, laborious, and bitterly cold journey, Sophie discovered a love for travel that would serve her well when she became empress of an empire as vast as Russia. Besides, the discomfort of the trek made both travelers appreciate all the more the luxury Empress Elizabeth afforded them when, at the Russian border, they were met by a magnificent convoy of Imperial sledges that conveyed them to St. Petersburg in the highest style.




  Their arrival in that severely beautiful city proved anticlimactic when they discovered that the court had taken up residence for the season in Moscow. Eager to participate in the celebration of the grand duke’s sixteenth birthday, mother and daughter set off again, arriving at Moscow, after a journey of some four hundred miles, just in time for the February 10 festivities.




  The welcome they received seemed wonderfully auspicious. Empress Elizabeth took an instant and obvious liking to Sophie, who was (as everyone except her own mother seemed to recognize) a pretty, spirited, and extraordinarily intelligent young woman. Grand Duke Peter was also cordial—although he was hardly the model of young manhood both Elizabeth and Sophie might have wanted. The lad was sickly, both in fact and in appearance, looking childish rather than adolescent. He seemed both emotionally and intellectually vacant and may even have been developmentally disabled. How much of this was due to genetics versus having grown up a neglected and largely unloved orphan is impossible to know. Beyond dispute was his attachment to dolls and toy soldiers, as well as a streak of cruelty, which included the abuse of servants and the torture of animals. Apparent at his first meeting with Sophie and Johanna was his profound disdain for Russia and his intense longing to return to his native Holstein-Gottorp. He clung stubbornly to all things Prussian, including piety to the Lutheran religion and a slavish adoration for Frederick the Great. Nevertheless, the affection-starved boy was clearly happy to have Sophie nearby, if only to serve as a playmate.




  Whatever her misgivings about Peter, Sophie was determined to fit in at court and among the people of that strange new country. She threw herself into the study of the Russian language and was thoroughly tutored in the Orthodox religion. Her aim: to please her mother, to please the Grand Duke Peter, and, above all, to please the empress Elizabeth. Realistically, at the outset of her sojourn in the St. Petersburg court, she believed that pleasing her mother was probably impossible. Making Peter happy was a difficult objective, but doable—or so it seemed at first. Satisfying the powerful empress, oddly, appeared to be the most fully attainable of all three goals. Within a dishearteningly short time, however, Sophie would come to realize that both the first and second objectives were quite beyond her, and that the best she could hope to achieve with Elizabeth was continual appeasement.




  Catherine




  Although it was clear to Sophie that Grand Duke Peter was far more interested in playing with his toy soldiers than in courting—or even conversing—with her, she readily accepted admittance into the Orthodox Church on June 28, 1744, and was betrothed to Peter the next day, taking a Russian name and becoming Grand Duchess Yekaterina (Catherine) Alekseyevna.




  Although now second only to the empress in rank among women, Catherine saw herself beset by rivals and by Elizabeth’s spies. To make matters worse, shortly after they were betrothed, Peter contracted measles, followed by smallpox. Unattractive to begin with, he emerged from these illnesses emaciated, pockmarked, and nearly bald. He drowned his sorrows in vodka, became verbally if not physically abusive, and ostentatiously flirted with other women. After repeated postponements, he and Catherine were finally married on August 21, 1745. Not only was the match loveless, it was (most historians believe) unconsummated.




  Catherine felt alone—especially after Elizabeth forced her mother to return to Zerbst—and under impossible pressure. She realized that, as far as the empress was concerned, she had but one purpose in life: to produce an heir. Yet how could she? The grand duke was emotionally disinclined to intimacy with her and apparently physically averse to it as well. In her despair and loneliness, she turned to voracious reading, concentrating on the works of Plato and other classical philosophers, the Greco-Roman historian Plutarch, and the philosophical, political, and scientific works of Voltaire, which would later be followed by those of the younger authors of the French Enlightenment, Denis Diderot and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. While her reading developed her mind and laid the foundation on which she would later build her reign, it further alienated her from Grand Duke Peter, whose meager intellect was too limited to understand such literature.




  Months, then years passed. As might be expected, Elizabeth blamed Catherine for her failure to produce an heir. She was subjected to repeated examination by a series of physicians, but ultimately it was Peter who was operated on when it was discovered that he suffered from phimosis, a condition in which the penile foreskin is abnormally tight, making intercourse very painful. After circumcision, Peter was reportedly able to have normal sexual relations. Indeed, soon after the procedure, Catherine became pregnant, and on September 20, 1754, she gave birth to a son, whom Elizabeth named Paul. Later, the grand duke told members of the St. Petersburg court that the child was not his, though he never officially disclaimed him. To this day, many historians believe that Paul—Pavel Petrovich—who would become Czar Paul I, had been fathered by Sergei Saltykov, one of Catherine’s early court “favorites.”




  Catherine was not permitted to mother her son. The empress Elizabeth raised him in her own palace apartments, allowing him contact with Catherine only rarely. It was now crystal clear to Catherine that, as far as the empress was concerned, her role in the Russian Empire had been played and was now concluded. She had created a czar, and there was really nothing else for her to do.




  A Covert Life




  Bereft of her infant son, Catherine underwent a transformation. She realized she could neither trust nor rely on anyone in court and embarked on what can only be described as a kind of covert life. Outwardly, she did all she could to please—or rather, appease—the empress, and although Grand Duke Peter took every opportunity to insult, offend, and humiliate her, often taunting her with discussions of his extramarital affairs and sometimes physically threatening her, Catherine refused to retaliate. She always stood her ground; no matter the provocation or threat, she would not be intimidated by her husband. In fact, she advised him on governing Holstein (his duchy), and she even personally attended to the administrative details—something for which he had neither interest nor capacity. Out of view, stealthily, she engaged in romantic affairs and accumulated some powerful friends, including the British ambassador, Sir Charles Hanbury Williams. One of the ways the empress Elizabeth sought to ensure her control of Catherine was by severely limiting her allowance. Through Sir Charles, however, Catherine was able to obtain what she called “loans” from Great Britain, quietly circumventing the empress.




  Sir Charles was recalled to London at the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War in 1756, when Britain sided with Prussia against Russia. If this turn of events was a blow to Catherine, it was even more devastating to Peter, because he could not stand the thought of his despised Russia warring against his idol, Frederick the Great. Into the chaotic situation came Lieutenant Grigory Orlov, who guarded a certain Count Schwerin, formerly Frederick’s aide-de-camp, and now, having been captured in battle, a prisoner of war. As Catherine fell in love with the dashing young Orlov, Grand Duke Peter took as his mistress Elizabeth Vorontsova, the niece of Empress Elizabeth’s vice chancellor.




  Czar Peter III




  Whereas Catherine’s romance with Orlov was conducted in secret, Peter flaunted his affair. In the meantime, Elizabeth largely neglected her empire and let the conduct of the war drift. On Christmas day of 1761, after suffering a series of apparent strokes, she died at age fifty-three. Peter, who had never shown any affection for Russia, ascended the throne as Peter III. His first major act was to sign, on April 24, 1762, a peace treaty with Prussia that returned to Frederick the Great all of the formerly Prussian territories Russia currently occupied. It was more than Frederick had expected—or even asked. In Russia, the army, which had won the territories at great cost and sacrifice, was outraged to the point of mutiny. The new czar added insult to injury by decreeing a radical change in the traditional Russian uniforms to emulate the style of the Prussians. Moreover, Russian officers were to be schooled in Prussian discipline and the enlisted ranks trained accordingly. Peter III was making the Russian army Prussian.




  Coup d’État




  To Catherine, it became clear that, one way or another, the reign of Peter III was doomed. If he managed to stay in power, the empire would decline. If he continued to alienate the army, however, the likelihood of his remaining on the throne was slim. Were she to stand by him, she would suffer whatever fate befell him. There was no question of love between them, but she did feel some loyalty—until she caught wind of rumors that he intended to end his marriage with her so that he could make Elizabeth Vorontsova his wife. Catherine realized she now faced an immediate issue of life or death—her life or her death.




  There was something else coming to Catherine’s awareness. Grigory Orlov and his brothers, along with Princess Catherine Dashkova—Elizabeth Vorontsova’s sister but a fervent admirer of Grand Duchess Catherine—and others, were planning a coup d’état. Catherine would have to decide whether or not to join them, but before she could make the decision, one of the conspirators had too much to drink, spoke out disparagingly against the czar, and was arrested. Fearing that this Captain Passek, under torture, might betray them all, the conspirators decided to act immediately. On June 28, Grigory Orlov’s brother Aleksey evaded guards posted to watch over Catherine, who was staying at Mon Plaisir, the dacha (“summer house”) at Peterhof, while the czar was at the royal estate in nearby Oranienbaum. Aleksey Orlov arrived at Mon Plaisir at five in the morning, awakened Catherine’s maidservant, and sent her to rouse Catherine. He then entered and revealed the conspiracy in detail.




  Catherine wasted no time in making her decision. Arraying herself in the mourning dress she still wore—Elizabeth had been dead just six months—she slipped away with Aleksey. Down the road, they were met by Grigory, who took them to the headquarters of the Ismailovsky Regiment of the Life Guard. Descending from the rather shabby carriage the Orlovs had hired, Catherine took charge.




  “I have come to you for protection,” she told the guardsmen. She explained that the czar was about to arrest her. “I fear he intends to kill me.”




  At this, the soldiers closed in, knelt down, kissed her hands, kissed the hem of her black dress, and pronounced her their savior. Immediately, the regimental chaplain, cross held aloft, administered to the men an oath of allegiance. From the assembled regiment, the commanding colonel, Count Cyril Razumovsky, strode forward and fell to his knees before the young woman.




  Escorted by the regiment, Catherine was conveyed to the Semenovsky Barracks, where more of the Russian army rushed eagerly to her side. Thus augmented, the procession advanced to the great Cathedral of Our Lady of Kazan, where she and Peter had been married. Catherine was overwhelmed to find the cathedral already thronged with the faithful. She was ushered to the altar, where she swore the oath as empress of all the Russias.




  What had begun as a secret conspiracy now burst into public with peals of bells and the frenzied huzzahs of the people of St. Petersburg. Thus propelled, Catherine mounted her carriage and rode on to the Winter Palace, where members of the Senate and the Synod were already awaiting her arrival, prepared to swear their allegiance to the new empress. Count Nikita Panin, her son’s tutor and a longtime ally, brought Catherine eight-year-old Paul. Reunited with the boy, Catherine retired to compose a manifesto, which was rushed into print that very night and handed out on the streets of St. Petersburg.




  “It has been clearly apparent to all true sons of our Russian Fatherland that the State of Russia has been exposed to supreme danger by the course of recent events,” the manifesto began. Writing now as “Catherine II,” the newly proclaimed empress explained that “our…Orthodox Church has been…exposed to the most extreme peril” by Czar Peter III’s adherence to Lutheranism. It cited the subjugation of Russia to Frederick II by a treaty that “trampled underfoot” the “glory of Russia.” It spoke of the complete disruption of “internal order, on which the unity and welfare of our entire country depend.” And it concluded: “For these reasons we have found ourselves compelled, with the help of God, and in accordance with the manifest and sincere desire of our faithful subjects, to ascend the throne as sole and absolute sovereign, whereupon our loyal subjects have solemnly sworn us an oath of allegiance.”




  As Catherine’s manifesto was being distributed, Peter III received word that she had been proclaimed empress. Those with him at Oranienbaum attempted to persuade him to march against the usurper in St. Petersburg. He refused, but agreed to hole up at Kronstadt, an island fortress in the Gulf of Finland, a dozen miles west of St. Petersburg. Here, Peter had already gathered troops to advance against Danish forces over possession of Holstein territory.




  Catherine, however, had stolen the march on her erstwhile husband. Admiral Ivan Talyzin had already secured Kronstadt with a naval flotilla. Peter sailed for Kronstadt, and, finding the entrance to the fortress closed by a boom, climbed down into a small boat and was rowed to the fortress. His intention was to order the boom opened to admit passage of his galley.




  A guard called down from the fortress ramparts warning the boat to clear off or the cannon would open fire.




  “Don’t you know me?” Peter III bellowed in return. “I am your emperor!” With that, he opened his cloak to reveal his uniform and the Order of St. Andrew he wore.




  “We no longer have an emperor,” the guard shouted back. “Long live the empress Catherine II!…Another move forward and we fire!”




  Peter ordered his oarsmen to row back to the anchored galley posthaste. Boarding the ship, he suddenly fainted into the arms of Elizabeth Vorontsova, leaving eighty-two-year-old Field Marshal Münnich to decide on the next move. It was to sail for Oranienbaum. By the time the galley anchored there and Peter disembarked, the stunning news was waiting for him: Catherine II was on the march, with fourteen thousand troops.




  Indeed, she was not escorted by those soldiers, but leading them, mounted on a white charger (see “Lead the March” in Chapter Six). Peter responded by collapsing again, this time on a couch. Upon reviving, he wrote a letter to Catherine, apologizing for his bad behavior, pledging to do better in the future, and offering to share the throne with her. After handing the document to Prince Alexander Golitsyn, his vice chancellor, he ordered him to deliver it to his wife.




  Golitsyn dutifully rode out and encountered Catherine and her troops on the road to Peterhof (they did not yet know that Peter was still at Oranienbaum). Hailing the procession, Golitsyn handed the empress Peter’s letter. She read it, then returned it to Golitsyn, explaining that the good of the state demanded that she continue the advance and that she would therefore not reply at present. Golitsyn offered no protest. Instead, falling to his knees, he immediately offered to swear his allegiance to her.




  In the absence of Golitsyn’s return with a reply from Catherine, Peter sent another message via another messenger, General Izmailov. In this one, he abjectly offered to abdicate, subject to the single condition that he and Elizabeth Vorontsova be permitted to retire unmolested to Holstein. To this message, Catherine replied that she would accept the offer—provided that the abdication was put in writing. The general carried this condition back to Peter, who immediately wrote out and signed an abdication, “forever renouncing”—“before God”—the “throne of Russia.”




  Frederick the Great would later write of Peter III, “He allowed himself to be dethroned like a child being sent to bed.”




  Indeed, the coup was bloodless, at least up to the point of its consummation. But Catherine did not simply allow her estranged husband and his mistress to take flight out of Russia. On June 29, she ordered him confined, under guard, to an estate in the village of Ropsha. On June 30, she made her triumphal entry into St. Petersburg and accepted the accolades of the masses (see “Sell Selflessness” and “Answer Why” in Chapter Six). On July 6, she learned that Peter was dead—presumably murdered by Aleksey Orlov, although he never unambiguously confessed, and the full circumstances have never been uncovered. The next day, July 7, Catherine issued a manifesto concerning his demise, which she ascribed to “hemorrhoidal colic.” It is doubtful anyone believed that diagnosis, but no one much cared. She chose not to attend the funeral.




  Enlightenment




  Catherine herself knew how fragile her position really was. She resisted the temptation to clean house and instead retained many of the administrators and statesmen who had been active under Elizabeth and Peter III, including both Vorontzovas. She was also under no illusions about the state of the empire—especially its catastrophic finances and its unsustainable social situation. The most urgent problem, however, was the military, most members of which had gone unpaid for some eight months.




  Between them, Elizabeth I and Peter III had left the affairs of the Russian Empire in chaos. Even the most basic information concerning the nation was simply unavailable. Catherine was able to get a figure for the treasury deficit—17 million rubles—but no one could tell her anything about revenue. She knew Russia had about 100 million people, but no one in the Senate could answer her simple question, “How many towns are there in Russia?” When she suggested that the senators consult a map, they replied that they had never seen one. At this, Catherine withdrew five rubles from her own purse, handed them to a clerk, and sent him down the street to the Academy of Sciences to purchase the latest map of Russia. When he returned with it, she asked him to count the towns and make a report.




  It was quintessential Catherine. She was immersed in Enlightenment theories of government, but she always strove to make practical, actionable decisions. Confronted with a problem, she began by ascertaining the facts and facing the truth, whatever it was. Her wide reading in classical literature must have acquainted her with the legend of the Gordian knot. Tied by Gordius, king of Phrygia, it was universally believed impossible to untie—except by the future ruler of Asia. Alexander the Great approached it, drew his sword, and promptly severed it in a single stroke.




  Catherine resolved to bring Russia into the Enlightenment that was sweeping Western Europe. She was convinced that this was her long-benighted empire’s only route to salvation, greatness, and glory. As for repairing the empire’s economy, she resorted first to what she perceived as its greatest asset: the land. She worked to reform land ownership, agricultural production, and production in the extractive industries—that is, mining. In these enormous efforts, she worked hands-on, from early in the morning until late into the night. As she had done in the case of counting towns, she began by getting the facts. She recruited agricultural experts to study conditions throughout the realm, to report on them, and then to make recommendations for increasing productivity. She looked to the West for the many new types of labor-saving, production-increasing farm machines that were being made there, especially in Great Britain. She ordered their importation en masse.




  Catherine thoroughly studied issues of population and demographics. Concluding that Russia’s urban areas were overpopulated—a condition that contributed to epidemic disease and put an intolerable strain on local resources—while vast interior regions were underpopulated and therefore underproducing, she launched ambitious advertising campaigns to attract immigrant settlers from the West. She focused particularly on the fragmented German states, where she knew poverty was widespread and opportunity scarce. Before long, the Russian interior began to fill.




  With the agricultural situation in hand, she devoted herself to the study of Russian mining. Again, her first step was to achieve enlightenment. She founded a School of Mines in St. Petersburg—the first not only in Russia but also the world. The school even included its own mine, where students were given practical experience and training. At the same time, she recruited and dispatched teams of geologists throughout the country. Their task was to identify promising sources of mineral wealth, especially silver, which was urgently needed to bolster Russian currency. And in her relentless hunt for Russian natural resources, she did not neglect the most traditional of Russian commodities: fur. Under Catherine, the long-established Siberian fur industry exploded into unprecedented profitability.




  Even as she began to address agriculture and mining, Catherine also turned to manufacturing. She saw that all the empire’s factories were jammed into the big cities, especially Moscow and St. Petersburg, spawning squalid slums in their vicinity. Accordingly, she decreed that no new factories could be built in the two capitals, but that anyone, peasants included, could set up a factory anywhere else. She provided particular incentives to build them in the most underpopulated provincial towns. Soon, small manufactories sprang up throughout the empire. As the years went by, Catherine began to focus as well on the larger factories, and she imported experts from the West to advise owners on designing, building, and operating these facilities. During her long reign, the number of major factories increased threefold, from under one thousand to more than three thousand plants.




  Nor was Catherine content to improve only Russian domestic industry. She also sought to open up her empire to world trade to an unprecedented degree. Once again, she called in foreign experts. She also signed a series of trade treaties and, most importantly, ended the long-established practice of levying duties on exports. With this major impediment to international trade taken down, investment in export industries skyrocketed. By 1765—year three of Catherine’s reign—the 17-million-ruble treasury deficit had been turned into a modest surplus.




  As the Russian economy improved, Catherine instituted a campaign to improve the empire’s primitive infrastructure. Roads and bridges were built or repaired. In cities, massive and ruinous fires were a chronic problem. Catherine launched ambitious campaigns to rebuild major urban areas—with ramshackle Moscow at the top of the list—using masonry instead of wood. She saw to the construction of new hospitals, orphanages, and prisons, as well as to the rehabilitation of existing institutions. Determined to train more doctors for the empire, she radically reformed medical education, and she introduced into Russia smallpox inoculation, which, though controversial, was being increasingly adopted in the West. She even set the example for her people by submitting to inoculation and by insisting that her son and heir, Paul, be inoculated as well. In the second year of her reign, 1763, Catherine founded the empire’s first college of medicine. The institution was to train medical professionals, including physicians and apothecaries, with emphasis on creating a cadre of competent medical personnel to serve in the provinces. Legislation promulgated in 1775 required every provincial capital to build a hospital and each county of twenty- to thirty-thousand inhabitants to support a doctor, a surgeon, an assistant surgeon, and a student physician.




  Catherine recognized that her empire’s single greatest untapped resource was its people. She set about making a sweeping reform of education. Again, her approach was hands on. She herself wrote primers and textbooks, and she personally drew up and promulgated a Statute for Schools for all of Russia. A program of state-sponsored public education that would have been innovative in any country at the time, the statute prescribed that every district town (the equivalent of a county seat) build and fund a “minor school” with at least two teachers, whereas every provincial town was obliged to found a “major school,” consisting of at least six teachers. Although Catherine was also interested in developing higher education, she held off establishing any new Russian universities—except for medical schools—for the simple reason that she understood her empire lacked the professors to staff them. Instead, she funded scholarships for deserving students to study abroad at the great universities of Western Europe.




  Catherine not only introduced the most advanced Enlightenment thought into Russia, she also imported a vast quantity of Western European art, employing both Voltaire and Diderot to advise her on which works to acquire. In this way, she became the most prolific art collector in the world. By the end of her reign, she had purchased nearly four thousand European masterworks, which she housed in the Winter Palace and associated structures, the palace complex begun by Peter the Great and to which she added. Today, the Hermitage, as the complex is collectively known, is one of the world’s largest and oldest art museums, and her acquisitions constitute the core of the museum’s vast collections.




  If, in the eyes of history, Catherine ultimately fell short as a reformer, it was due to her failure to abolish serfdom. She personally abhorred slavery, but she believed that the Russian economy was so dependent on serf labor and that the social standing of the nobility was so inextricably bound to ownership of serfs, that to suddenly end the institution would bring about the collapse of the empire. By way of compromise, she did what she could to ameliorate the condition of the serfs, including enacting decrees and legislation to mandate humane treatment and to require, in the case of nonagricultural serfs, negotiated wages.




  Imperial Expansion




  Like Peter the Great, who reigned from 1682 until his death in 1725, Catherine greatly expanded the Russian Empire. Peter had established St. Petersburg in the north as his “window on the West.” Catherine pushed toward Western Europe in the southern extreme of Russia, at the expense of the Ottoman Empire.




  The Russo-Turkish War of 1768–1774 inflicted catastrophic losses on the Turks and obtained for Russia the Crimea and southern Ukraine, along with access to the Black Sea, which made Russia the greatest power in the region. Odessa, the great port of Sevastopol, as well as other important Russian cities were rapidly established following victory in this war. Catherine formally annexed the Crimea in 1783, provoking in 1787 a second Russo-Turkish War, which ended victoriously in 1792. The Treaty of Jassy between the Russians and Turks legitimized Russia’s possession of the Crimea and added the Yedisan region to the empire.




  In addition to expansion by conquest, Catherine engineered in 1764 the placement of a court favorite and former lover, Stanisław Poniatowski, on the Polish throne (see “Be a King Maker” in Chapter Four). This laid the foundation for three successive “partitions” of Poland, by which that nation was effectively dismembered and divided among Russia, Prussia, and Austria.




  Her conduct of the wars of expansion led her to forge an extraordinary working relationship with Grigory Potemkin (1739–1791), who served as her top general, her principal adviser, and her lover and intimate of longest duration. At the height of Potemkin’s influence, he was Catherine’s virtual consort—some historians believe they were even secretly married. Instrumental in the physical expansion of the Russian Empire, Potemkin was without doubt the most important man in the country.




  Continuity and Retreat




  As soon as her son, Paul, was of marriageable age, Catherine threw herself into arranging a union that would ensure the continuation of the line of succession she had established. After Paul’s first wife died in childbirth, along with her child, Catherine wasted no time in making a second match (see “Accelerate and Facilitate” in Chapter Three). By 1776, she was confident that the succession had been assured.




  That year, of course, also brought news from North America that the thirteen united colonies of Great Britain had declared themselves the thirteen United States of America, independent from the British Crown. As Catherine saw it, the events across the Atlantic were remote, but the outbreak of the French Revolution thirteen years later was quite another matter. Like other European monarchs, Catherine II viewed it with shock, horror, and fear. The increasing intensity of the French Revolution, culminating (for Catherine) in the executions of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette in 1793, drove her to retreat from her long embrace of Enlightenment ideals of governance. The final seven years of her thirty-four-year reign were marked by a degree of repression that echoed—but by no means duplicated—the autocratic tyranny of her predecessors.




  Legacy




  For many, Catherine’s political and philosophical retrenchment late in her reign indelibly mars her legacy. In this book, however, I suggest that, without overlooking the end of her life and career, we focus on the far longer portion of both, in which she brought to Russia the Enlightenment as well as her enlightened leadership. In an autobiographical epitaph composed about 1791, Catherine herself outlined the legacy for which she wanted to be remembered:




  HERE LIES CATHERINE THE SECOND




  Born in Stettin on April 21, 1729.




  In the year 1744, she went to Russia to marry Peter III. At the age of fourteen, she made the threefold resolution to please her husband, Elizabeth, and the nation. She neglected nothing in trying to achieve this. Eighteen years of boredom and loneliness gave her the opportunity to read many books.




  When she came to the throne of Russia she wished to do what was good for her country and tried to bring happiness, liberty, and prosperity to her subjects.




  She forgave easily and hated no one. She was good-natured, easy-going, tolerant, understanding, and of a happy disposition. She had a republican spirit and a kind heart.




  She was sociable by nature.




  She made many friends.




  She took pleasure in her work.




  She loved the arts.
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