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A Note on Dates


Russia did not adopt the Gregorian calendar until January 31, 1918. Earlier dates, in the Old-Style Julian Calendar, are thirteen days behind Gregorian-calendar dates in the West. For example, the October Revolution of 1917, which took place on October 25, is now celebrated on November 7. All the dates in this book are in the Old-Style Julian Calendar.







Introduction


This may be the most important era in the thousand-year existence of Russia.

—GRAND DUKE KONSTANTIN NIKOLAYEVICH DIARY, JANUARY 1, 1861




If we perish, there will be others.

—TERRORIST ANDREI ZHELYABOV






The history of Tsar Alexander II is paradoxical. Alexander II dreamed of bringing Russia into the circle of European states, leading the country toward a European constitution. He gave the eternal Russian pendulum that swings between West and East a definite push to the West. Yet this Westernizing tsar is little known in the West.

Nevertheless, Alexander II was the greatest reformer tsar since Peter the Great. The Russian Lincoln, he put an end to a thousand years of Russian slavery by emancipating the serfs.

He did more than free 23 million Russian slaves; he reformed Russian life by changing the justice system, the army, and the very form of government. He was the father of the first Russian perestroika, which brought about a great spiritual awakening. “The Thaw”…“The Great Icebreaker”…“The Russian Renaissance” were some of the terms for Alexander’s reign used by the press. Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Turgenev, and Mendeleyev only begin the list of stars in the galaxy of famous writers and scientists who created their masterworks in the days of Alexander II.

“This may be the most important era in the thousand-year existence of Russia,” wrote the tsar’s brother, Grand Duke Konstantin Nikolayevich, in his diary.

“What a novel his life makes!” wrote a contemporary. His turbulent life encompassed everything from great reforms, to victorious wars, to the sexual exploits of a royal Don Juan, to his final, great love. Yet this hot blood in Russia’s leader, echoed in that of his country, flowed dangerously. Once Alexander quickened Russia’s pulse, he could not contain its circulation.

Like all reformers who followed him, including Mikhail Gorbachev, he failed to understand this basic truth: “Starting reforms in Russia is dangerous, but it is much more dangerous to stop them.”

The young radicals, the children of his perestroika, decided to hasten Russian history. The great tsar was forced to see the bitterest change: His Russia became the home of terrorism, a terrorism previously unparalleled in scope and bloodshed in Europe.

Bombs and gunshots exploded all over the country. Tsarist officials were killed. Alexander II survived six attempts on his life. The terrorists managed to blow up his Winter Palace. The tsar saw the blood of dead and wounded victims in his own home.

For the first time the fate of the country was decided not only in the magnificent royal palace but in the impoverished hidden apartments of the terrorists.

Underground Russia, with its secret life and bloody exploits, is an important character in this book.

“Our work is destruction, a terrible, total, universal and ruthless destruction” proclaimed one of the fathers of Russian terrorism. “The revolutionary is a doomed man. He has no interests, no work, no feelings, no ties, no property, not even a name. Everything is consumed by the single, exclusive interest, the sole thought, the sole passion: revolution. Poison, dagger, and noose—the Revolution sanctifies everything.”

The Russian terrorism of Alexander II’s reign remarkably presaged the terrorism of our day. The words and slogans that agitated the long-buried and decomposed Russian terrorists can be read in newspaper articles today.

“The basic lesson of history is that people do not learn from history,” is a trite but—alas—true aphorism.

Alexander II had to learn to fight against a previously unknown evil (the “new barbarians,” as he called them). The tsar declared a war on terror, for the first but not the last time in history.

His war broke off in March 1881.








PRELUDE

“Caesar, Beware the Ides of March”




The warning spoken two thousand years ago in ancient Rome would be an ominous prophecy for the Russian caesars as well.

The month of March turned out to be significant for Russian tsars. The greatest and most horrendous of the ancient Moscow tsars, Ivan the Terrible, died in March—perhaps poisoned.

Emperor Paul I was killed on March 11, 1801.

Nicholas II, the last tsar, abdicated from the throne in March, ending a three-century-old dynasty.

The first Bolshevik tsar, Josef Stalin, also died in March, perhaps killed by his comrades.

On March 1, 1881, one of the most mysterious events in Russian history took place.

St. Petersburg, 2:15 P.M., Emperor Alexander II leaves Mikhailovsky Palace, where he was visiting his cousin. The emperor is sixty-three. Even though he has aged in recent years, he is still in fine shape. Wearing a red cap, a red-lined overcoat with beaver collar, and gold epaulets with his father’s crest, tall and with a guardsman’s military bearing, he is the last handsome tsar in the Romanov dynasty.

The carriage is waiting before the marble columns of the palace, surrounded by unprecedented security for Russian sovereigns. Six Cossacks ride on horseback, another one with the coachman, and two sleighs with guards travel behind the carriage.

The imperial cavalcade—the carriage and two sleighs—pulls away from the Mikhailovsky Palace. The horses gallop merrily and the sleighs have trouble keeping up with the carriage.

The carriage turns onto the Catherine Canal. With it, turns Russian history.

The Venice of the North is still covered with March snows. Snow lies on the cobbled street along the embankment. There are few people out: The bone-chilling March wind has blown all the strollers away from the canal. Policemen patrol the sidewalk, guarding the passage of the imperial carriage.

For some reason they do not notice a young man hurrying toward the carriage. He is clearly nervous. He is carrying a suspicious package about the size of a box of Landrin chocolates, wrapped in a white handkerchief.

The young man waits for the approaching carriage. He throws the package under the horses’ hooves.

The echo of the powerful explosion rocks along the canal.

In its wake, the body of a dead Cossack guard lies on the sidewalk. Next to the corpse is a boy who was carrying a basket with meat, screaming in pain. Blood and pieces of cloth lie on the snow-covered cobblestones.

The imperial cavalcade stops, and the unharmed sovereign leaves the carriage. The young man threw the bomb too late—he must have been very nervous.

Next comes something inexplicable. The guards and the tsar know that the assassin was probably not alone. The coachman and the guards beg the tsar to leave the canal as quickly as possible. But to their total amazement, the tsar, who has survived six assassination attempts, is in no hurry to go. On the contrary, he starts pacing along the Catherine Canal. As if waiting for something.
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PART I

Grand Duke










CHAPTER 1

The Harsh Fate of Heritage




Alexander was born in Moscow, in the Kremlin, on “the wonderful spring day of 17 April 1818…during Easter Week, when the bells rang to glorify the celebration of Christ’s Resurrection,” recalls Alexandra Fedorovna in her memoirs. Despite her happiness and the holiday, the newborn’s mother adds the surprising words, “I remember that I sensed something important and very sad at the thought that this tiny creature would someday be emperor.”

There was reason for the former German princess to be strangely sad at the thought of her son becoming emperor of a boundless country. And there was reason why Alexander’s future tutor, the celebrated poet Vassily Zhukovsky, in a poem dedicated to his birth, advised the infant “not to quail before harsh Fate.”

Blood and violence accompanied the history of his ancestors, the tsars of the Romanov dynasty. Murdering their own tsars became a Russian tradition in the eighteenth century. Alexander inherited a secretive autocracy and an army that knew how to use force to get its way.

It all began with two events, not related at first.

At the very end of the seventeenth century, the great-great-grandfather of Alexander, Peter the Great, created the Russian guards. Then, in the very beginning of the eighteenth century, the great emperor invaded the Baltic region.

It was the occasion for a story that makes all Cinderella stories pale by comparison. It is probably the most magical tale of the magical eighteenth century.

In Liflandia, in a humble room in the house of Pastor Gluck, lived a cook named Marta, daughter of a local peasant. As expected from an extremely pretty maid, she washed, cooked, and provided other pleasant services. Marta was married, even though she lived without her husband. A passing dragoon had married her. The sly fellow had had his fun with the pretty cook and then gone off to war. He never returned, either dying in battle or having forgotten about her. Our little beauty would have grown old in the pastor’s kitchen if not for the Russian troops, who conquered the area and took Marta prisoner.

Thus started the magical ride of the former cook—first into the bed of the commander, Count Sheremetyev, and then her buxom charms led her to a higher bed, belonging to Peter the Great’s all-powerful favorite, Prince Menshikov. From there it was a straight (and very frequent) path to the tsar’s bed.

There was a popular folk drawing on the subject. It depicted the tsar feasting, with a man bringing a big-bosomed, dumb beauty to his side. The caption read: “A loyal subject gives his most precious possession to the tsar.”

Usually these passing fancies quickly moved out of the fiery Peter’s bedroom. But Marta remained forever. Her charms and good nature wrought the impossible: The emperor of Russia married a married cook. Marta was baptized as Catherine Alexeyevna. Peter crowned her empress.

In 1725, Peter grew deathly ill. All the mighty gathered at his deathbed. The emperor could only manage to say: “Give everything—” But he did not have time to say to whom.

At the instant of his most important command, mocking Death took away the tsar.

While the body was being prepared, the courtiers gathered in the next room to decide who would get “everything,” that is, the great empire that stretched across half the world, from the Baltic Sea to the Pacific Ocean. To their amazement, they found guards officers in that room. The commanders of the regiments founded by Peter the Great had come in.

The courtiers demanded, “How dare you!” The response was drumming from the street. They looked out the window and saw massed regiments in the courtyard. All the palace exits were manned by the guards. The guard commanders declared Catherine I, the former cook, empress of all Russia. (If the first husband dragoon had showed up then, it would have been quite a story.)

Catherine I’s reign was extraordinary. Her account books remain. The expenditures on fools and feasts equal the expenses for the rest of the kingdom.

Yet her reign marks the entrance of Peter the Great’s child—the guards regiments—into the political arena. They would not leave for the rest of the century. Not much later, the guards created yet another empress, Elizabeth, who was the daughter of Peter the Great and Catherine I.

 

After the death of Catherine I, her daughter, Elizabeth, found herself in reduced circumstances. The elderly associates of Peter the Great turned to the prince and princess Braunschweig, the children of Peter’s brother, Ivan, to rule the country. Their infant son, Ioann Antonovich, still in his cradle, was pronounced emperor. The regent during his childhood was to be his mother, Princess Anna Leopoldovna.

The visitors from Braunschweig did not appreciate how dangerous the Russian guards could be, but the daughter of Peter the Great did. Elizabeth had been born before her parents’ marriage. She was declared legitimate only after the wedding, as the legal daughter of Peter. The love child was very attractive, with thick red hair and divine porcelain skin with a rosy blush. Her figure was most tempting: she was tall, with a high bosom and long legs. One German diplomat fainted when he first beheld her.

She was extremely passionate. The Cossack Rozum, a handsome chorister in the palace church, captured her heart. She turned the ordinary Rozum into Count Razumovsky, who remained her lover for many years.

Elizabeth’s portraits show a strong, willful jaw—her ruthless father’s jaw. She gave herself up to love, but the red-haired Elizabeth did not forget about power. Peter’s child did not want to live in obscurity. So she turned to the guards.

On a cold November night in 1741, a sleigh surrounded by three hundred guardsmen rode down Nevsky Prospect. Elizabeth was in the sleigh, headed for the royal palace.

Along the way, the guardsmen cheerfully arrested the sleepy aristocrats who lived along the palace embankment. With jokes and jibes, they sent Regent Anna Leopoldovna’s main associates from their beds straight to prison. As they approached the palace, Elizabeth stopped the sleigh, to reduce the noise. The guardsmen carried the beauty the rest of the way to the palace. When the watchman tried to sound the alarm by beating his drum, an officer ran his sword through the drumhead. The palace was taken without resistance.

“Time to rise, sister!” Elizabeth said, awakening the regent of the Empire. The nocturnal revolution was victorious. The regent was sent to the fortress along with the rest of her family. Elizabeth herself brought the child emperor in her own sleigh. The boy laughed happily, reaching for the guardsmen. Elizabeth kissed him and sighed, “Poor child!” He suffered life imprisonment in the Shisselburg Fortress. The former emperor of all Russia grew up in a prison cell (a Russian version of the Man in the Iron Mask), not knowing why he had ended up there. The fortress guards eventually killed him. His wretched parents rotted to death.

The morning after the coup, Elizabeth declared herself empress and colonel of the guards regiment. She had respect for them. It was not to be their last taste of regime change.

 

Empress Elizabeth I ruled the country as a Russian landowner—in a willful, madcap, cruel, and yet simultaneously kind manner. She had no legal spouse or children, so Elizabeth decided to make her nephew the heir to the throne. He was the son of her older sister and a Holstein prince, Karl Peter Ulrich, who became known as Grand Duke Petr Fedorovich.

Elizabeth found him a wife, a German princess named Sophia Fredericke Augusta, the daughter of one of the innumerable German princes in the service of Frederick the Great. Little Sophia was sent to distant Russia. On the way to St. Petersburg, she passed through Riga where the unfortunate Braunschweig family, overthrown by Elizabeth, were imprisoned.

In St. Petersburg the Lutheran Sophia Fredericke converted to Russian Orthodoxy and became Grand Duchess Catherine Alexeyevna. Thus began the Russian life of the fourteen-year-old girl who was to become Empress Catherine II the Great, Alexander’s great-grandmother.

Subsequently, she described her early years in Russia in her famous “Notes,” which would be read after her death by all the following tsars of the Romanov line. As we will see, they read them with horror.

With a jealous female gaze, Catherine admired the beauty of Empress Elizabeth, and naturally, the object of general envy, her incomparable long and shapely legs. Usually they were hidden by horrible crinolines and skirts. But once empress, Elizabeth came up with a way to show the world her best feature. Nocturnal masquerades were held, and the empress bade the ladies to appear in masculine garb. Her ladies-in-waiting were turned into tubby short-legged boys, while Elizabeth reigned over them as a tall, long-legged, handsome man.

Little Catherine gradually came to understand another reason for the all-night masquerades: fear of the guards, and the memory of the nocturnal revolution.

The story of how Elizabeth took power was a tempting example for the intelligent girl. By the time she was fifteen, Catherine understood the mediocrity of her husband and began bribing courtiers with gifts to create her own power base. She also learned about ruthless will from the empress. Elizabeth knew how to follow through to the end, like her father. Starting a war with Frederick the Great, the empress spent hundreds of thousands of soldiers’ lives on the battlefield.

A series of failed battles nonetheless brought her success—his army was decimated. She was poised to beat Europe’s greatest military leader, but, once again, death, the great mocker, intervened, and took Elizabeth, on the eve of victory.

The empress who had determined the fate of Europe was an ill-educated Russian landowner. She was sure that there was a land route to England. For all her strength and confidence, she was ridiculously fearful. Once, Catherine observed Elizabeth dressing down her minister. To soften her dangerous wrath, the court jester came in with his hedgehog. Seeing the hedgehog, the empress turned pale. She screamed, “It’s a mouse! It’s a real mouse!” Lifting her skirts, the empress of all Russia ran out of the room.

Even as she observed the incongruous traits of Elizabeth, little Catherine learned the most important fact: Elizabeth had managed to seize the throne. Studying Russia’s secret history, the smart little girl discovered the most important rule of the empire: Unlimited autocracy in Russia was limited. It was limited by the will of the guards. In ancient Rome the Praetorian Guard decided who the all-powerful caesars would be. With good reason, Russia proudly called itself the Third Rome.

But her wretched husband Peter did not understand that.

 

Catherine’s husband, Emperor Peter III, ascended the throne after the death of his aunt. Peter and Catherine were the first Romanovs to live in the Winter Palace, which had just been completed. The late empress Elizabeth had brought the Italian architect Rastrelli to build it, but she did not live to see its completion.

The new Winter Palace became the symbol of the house of the Romanovs. Built on the embankment of the rebellious Neva River, its main reception and ball rooms and facade face the river and the Fortress of Peter and Paul. Tsars were buried in the fortress, and the greatest enemies of the dynasty were incarcerated in its cells. This strange view from the palace would upset foreign visitors. Alexander’s nephew, Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovich, later recalled, “We came to St. Petersburg in the period of usual fogs, which would have made London envious. ‘Your room is pleasant because,’ explained our tutor, ‘when the fog dissipates, you will see across the Neva the Fortress of Peter and Paul, where all the Russian tsars are buried.’ I felt sad. It wasn’t bad enough to have to live in this capital of fog, but there was also the proximity of corpses!”

For Catherine’s husband, Emperor Peter III, that view of the prison was a fatal omen.

Portraits of Alexander II’s great-grandfather depict him as a strong, broad-shouldered man in military uniform. In fact, Emperor Peter III, who adored the army, was weak, cowardly, and very kind. The compassionate emperor had all the victims of earlier revolts, the victims of the guards’ attacks on the palace, returned from exile. A festive ball was held for the returnees from Siberian exile. All the former time-servers, the great intriguers, the lovers of past empresses, many of whom had tried to destroy one another, danced in the thousand-square-meter, all-marble White Ballroom of the Winter Palace.

One of the returned exiles said to the new emperor, “You are too kind, Your Majesty. Russians do not understand kindness, you must rule by knout or axe, that is the only time everyone is happy.” Another returnee told Peter III: “Your Majesty, your kindness will destroy you.”

It was not kindness that destroyed him. It was his neglect of the guards regiments. The simple emperor was mistakenly confident in the unlimited nature of Russian autocracy. And he did what he wanted. He decided to serve the man who was his idol and the idol of all enlightened Europe, Frederick the Great. At the moment that the Russian army was about to vanquish the Prussian king, he gave orders to conclude a peace treaty with him.

Soon rumors began to spread in the regiment barracks: The emperor was going to disband the Russian guards and create new guards regiments from his homeland in Holstein. The rumors were disastrous for the emperor. It was not hard to guess who was spreading them. Peter III and his wife, Catherine, were great enemies. Alexander’s great-grandparents were fashioning conspiracies against each other. He was planning to send her to a convent; she was planning to send him to the next world. She turned out to be the better planner.

She received her secret lover, guardsman Grigory Orlov, in the Winter Palace. Her lover had four brothers, who were all courageous and beloved officers of the guards. They became conspirators, thanks to her relationship with the handsome officer. However, her body almost betrayed her. Catherine became pregnant. Peter learned of this from his spies, and decided to catch her giving birth. With proof of her infidelity, he could put her away in a convent. But Catherine solved the problem. When her time was due, she ordered a valet to set fire to his own house. The childish Peter adored fireworks and fires. He took off with his retinue to watch the house burn down. The newborn was sneaked out of the palace, wrapped in a beaver skin coat. By the time Peter returned, the iron-willed little woman, hemorrhaging, met him calmly and even gave him coffee.

At last came the day of the third (this time, morning) coup headed by the guards. It took place on the saint’s day of the poor emperor. Catherine was living at the Peterhof Palace, and the emperor and the court were in another country palace, in Oranienbaum. Peter set out to Peterhof to visit his spouse, but Catherine was not there.

Early that morning, Alexei Orlov, brother of her lover Grigory, came for her by carriage from St. Petersburg. Alexei Orlov was a giant of a man, who could fell a bull with a blow of his fist. He was a celebrated duelist, and a Don Juan. As a contemporary said of him, “I wouldn’t trust him with my wife or daughter, but I could perform great deeds with him.”

Alexei Orlov found the empress in bed. He awakened her with the famous words, “The time has come for you to reign, Madame.” Catherine hesitated. But according to legend, Alexei Orlov “poured great determination into her womb.”

The carriage driven by the audacious Alexei Orlov rushed Catherine to St. Petersburg, where the guards were waiting for her. The guards swore their loyalty to the former German princess. The creation of one Peter, Peter the Great, the glorious guards regiments, prepared to overthrow another, his grandson.

The attack began in the style of the age that was called “gallant.” The charming Catherine rode on horseback, in regimental uniform, wearing a hat ornamented with oak leaves. She led the march of the imperial guards.

Alexander’s wretched great-grandfather felt lost instantly. His courtiers fled shamelessly. Only the celebrated field marshal Khristofor Minikh remained steadfast. The seventy-year-old military man suggested sailing to the island of Kronstadt, to the impregnable naval fortress. They would stay there, gather loyal troops, and return to win back St. Petersburg. Peter was delighted by the plan. He was as easily enthused as he was depressed. They loaded up a galley and a small sailboat with the remains of the terrified court, those who had not had time to run away. Ladies in extravagant dresses, flashing precious stones and gold, gentlemen in parade uniforms, all sailed to Kronstadt. But Catherine had planned for that, and Kronstadt had been taken by her supporters. The soldiers shouted from the fortress walls at the lawful emperor, telling him to get lost.

Peter broke down and wept. According to a contemporary account, “Old Field Marshal Minikh, overcome with indignation, shamed him. ‘Can’t Your Majesty die like an emperor before his troops? If you are afraid of a sword blow, hold a crucifix in your hands, and they won’t dare harm you!’” But the emperor did not wish to die and he surrendered obediently. Catherine imprisoned her spouse at the charming country seat of Ropsha.

She saved his letters from captivity, and Alexander II would later read them. In the letters, the emperor of all Russia begged permission to go to the toilet without watch guards and “pleaded humbly for a walk.” He humbly signed his letters to his wife, the Prussian princess who usurped the throne of his ancestors, “your servant Peter.” Catherine did not reply. She was apparently waiting for his guardians to figure out how this gallant revolution was to end. They finally did.

A contemporary wrote: “Alexei Orlov, the brother of Catherine’s lover, a giant with a cruel scar across his cheek, two meters tall, offered the former emperor a goblet of wine with poison. The wretch drank it, and flames coursed through his veins. This aroused suspicion in the overthrown emperor and he refused the next glass. But they used force, and he defended himself. In that horrible struggle, in order to stifle his cries, they threw him on the ground and grabbed his throat. But he defended himself with strength that comes with final desperation, and they tried to avoid wounding him [the body would have to be displayed at the funeral—E. R.]. They placed a rifle strap on the emperor’s neck. Alexei Orlov kneeled with both legs on his chest and blocked his breathing. He passed away in their hands.”

The official announcement in St. Petersburg was that the emperor “passed away from hemorrhoidal colic.” Few believed it. When Catherine later invited Jean Le Rond D’Alembert to St. Petersburg, the famous Encyclopedist refused. He wrote to Voltaire, “I am subject to hemorrhoids, and that seems to be a fatal disease in Russia.”

As if in revenge, Alexander’s great-grandmother would die pathetically: She suffered a stroke while in the toilet. Her servants barely managed to pull her out, for her body was heavy and they had aged along with her. The empress was laid on a mattress on the floor of her room. Her physicians did not want her disturbed further.

She had captivated Europe. The minds of the French Encyclopedists, Voltaire, Frederick the Great, all the European monarchs, the Crimean khan, and the nomadic Kirghiz had been engaged by her. She had controlled European politics like a puppeteer. “And when she tugged, Europe jumped like a cardboard clown,” wrote a contemporary. One of her generals put it accurately when he said proudly, “Not a single cannon in Europe dared shoot without our permission!” Now there she was, dying on the floor. “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.”

The empress breathed hoarsely. The rattle could be heard in the next room, where her son, the new emperor, Paul I, had decided to have his study. The courtiers who hurried to the new master’s study ran past the bedroom of the helpless ruler. They would open the door and boldly stare at the dying woman.

At ten o’clock, the British doctor came into Paul’s study and announced that the empress was dying. Only a few candles burned, and in the darkness Emperor Paul I and his courtiers awaited the sacred moment. The clock struck the quarter hour when the great-grandmother of Alexander II finally breathed her last.

 

The late empress’s papers were gathered in her Privy Cabinet. It was there that her son, Emperor Paul I, found a large sealed envelope addressed: “To his Imperial Highness Pavel Petrovich, my dearest son.” The envelope contained Catherine’s “Notes,” his mother’s memoirs. He began reading avidly, and then with horror.

Catherine had written about her life with unabashed frankness, in the spirit of Rousseau. The main protagonist of the great empress’s “Notes” was her miserable husband. She described Peter III ruthlessly—as a pathetic, infantile man who fell in love with every new lady-in-waiting. The only exception was his own wife. He would not sleep with her, simply because he did not know how it was done. Thus for nine years she could not give birth to an heir, though the interests of the empire required it. Her lady-in-waiting finally brought a message from the empress Elizabeth: “There are situations when the interests of higher importance demand exceptions to all the rules.” She proposed that Catherine select a lover, which she did. Soon after, she gave birth to a son, the future emperor Paul.

We can imagine Paul’s feelings upon reading his mother’s “Notes.” He put them into another envelope and sealed them up with his seal, to be seen only by the next heir. When Nicholas I, Alexander’s father, ascended to the throne, he read the memoirs right away. He then called the great Catherine “the shame of the family” and forbade even members of the Romanov family to read the disgraceful “Notes.”

Alexander would read them once he became emperor upon his father’s death. After that, Alexander II wrote on the envelope: “Seal until requested.” Apparently, he realized the ghastly point: Were they not Romanovs at all?

In Catherine’s Privy Cabinet, a fragment of a letter that she had not destroyed remained among her papers. It was from her wretched husband. Peter III wrote, “Madame, I ask you not to worry that you will have to spend this night with me, because the time for fooling me has passed…. The bed has become too crowded for the two of us. After a two-week separation from you, your miserable spouse, whom you do not wish to honor with that name….” Here the text breaks off. But the date remains. The letter was written the year after their marriage. That means that he had slept with her, and that Peter was not indifferent to her at all! It was she who must have felt revulsion toward him. She did not want to sleep with him, and he suffered, but did not dare complain to his aunt the empress.

It was only after Empress Elizabeth demanded an heir that Catherine had to overcome her revulsion and bear a son. Most likely, Paul I was the biological son of Peter III, after all. That is why Paul had his father’s looks, and character, and even his habits. That is why Catherine disliked him so much, born of a hated spouse. She likely made up the whole story about a lover being Paul’s real father, so that after her death, her son would not try to avenge his father or persecute her associates—the ones who killed his father and whom she valued so highly. That would have sown confusion in the empire that was her only true love. In her “Notes,” Catherine remained what she always had been—a ruler.

But what if she had told the truth?

After her “Notes,” the Romanovs became a mystery even to themselves.

 

Once on the throne, Paul ordered that Peter III be reburied with great pomp, so that everyone could see how he honored his father. Peter had been buried in the Alexander Nevsky Monastery. Catherine had deprived him of the right to lie in the Cathedral of Sts. Peter and Paul at the Fortress, where Russian tsars were to be buried. Paul had the remains of his father moved to the cathedral.

First, Paul brought the family in black funereal carriages to the Alexander Nevsky Monastery. The coffin was raised and opened. Alexander’s great-grandfather had decomposed—his bones were scattered, his uniform had rotted, leaving only gloves, boots, and the hat on the skull. Paul made everyone in the family bring their lips to the sorrowful remains. Paul, his beautiful wife, and the children all kissed the horrible skull. Alexander’s father, Nicholas, was only a few months old at the time. Even he was brought to the opened coffin.

The next day Peter III was to be reburied at the Fortress. Paul ordered his father’s murderer, Count Alexei Orlov, to follow the coffin and carry the crown of the emperor he had killed. The catafalque moved slowly in the freezing cold. Behind it, on gouty legs, strode the old giant with a vicious scar across his face, bearing the crown on a raspberry velvet pillow. Many said then that the scar was made by Peter in his final death struggle, that he had torn Orlov’s cutlass away from him and left that mark on his face.

The gigantic and sickly old man walked through half the city in the cold, delivering the crown to the Cathedral of Sts. Peter and Paul.

 

Terrible and great people lived in that century. Count Alexei Orlov was not known only for killing the tsar. During the war with the Turks, he commanded the Russian squadron. In the Bay of Chesmen, during a fierce battle, he burned down the entire Turkish fleet. It was the bloodiest naval battle of the century.

They were special people. The grandfather of Alexander was right to fear them.

Paul had the Mikhailovsky Castle built in the center of the city, surrounded by impregnable walls, water-filled moats, and sentries. But even with the castle, Alexander’s grandfather still did not completely appreciate the threat of the guards regiments. Like his abject father, Peter III, Paul I had faith in the power of the sovereign. He proudly stated that “an aristocrat in Russia is someone with whom I am now conversing and for only as long as I converse with him.” But the ruler of millions of subjects and master of a vast empire had forgotten history: His autocracy was limited, not by a constitution or a parliament, but by the stranglehold of the guards. He had forgotten his mother’s discovery.

When he was heir to the throne, living in his palace at Gatchina, Paul created a mini army, as had his murdered father, Peter III. His Gatchina troops were trained in strict Prussian discipline. He began instilling that Gatchina discipline in Catherine’s pampered guards. With a passion bordering on mania, he ruthlessly punished the Catherine guards for the tiniest infraction in uniform or marching. Whenever officers went out on parade or on guard duty, they took cash with them because very often Paul sent officers who displeased him directly from the royal grounds to regiments on the outskirts of the empire. In the most elite Horse Guards regiment, out of 132 of Catherine’s officers, only two remained. Throughout his four-year reign, Paul seemed to be taking his revenge against his mother’s guards for the death of his father. Not surprisingly, a conspiracy formed in the guards regiments.

One of the participants was Alexander’s uncle, the first Alexander, who would vanquish Napoleon. He plotted against his own father. The conspirators had promised him that Paul would be unharmed. He would be made to abdicate and nothing more. How could the heir have believed that, knowing the fate of Peter III? Alexander forced himself to believe them.

Before murdering the emperor, the guards had a festive dinner. They drank a lot of wine. Their speeches and toasts carried eerie omens of the distant future. Life Guards Colonel Bibikov (whose relative had brought Catherine II to the throne) expressed an opinion that there was no point in just getting rid of Paul, it would be better “to be free of the whole royal family.” But the other conspirators did not support him then.

At midnight, the drunken guards officers approached the secret entrance to the Mikhailovsky Castle. Among them were Catherine the Great’s last lover, Platon Zubov, and his brother, Nicholas. They were led by Paul’s favorite adjutant. The conspiracy was headed by Count Petr Palen, another of the emperor’s favorites.

In dress uniforms, swords bared, they burst into Paul’s bedroom. The bedroom was empty. Paul seemed to have escaped, which meant the end for them. While the officers panicked, one of the leaders, General Leonty Benigsen, tall and phlegmatic, leaned on the mantelpiece and looked around calmly. There were drapes in the corner of the enormous room. The general saw the sovereign’s bare feet sticking out from beneath the drapes.

“Le voilà!” General Benigsen said with a laugh and pointed to the drapes. The guardsmen pulled the tsar out.

As often happens with despots, he quickly turned pathetic and helpless. Small and snub-nosed, wearing long white underpants and a long-sleeved nightshirt, he looked like a frightened boy. The drunken crowd attacked Paul. He fought them off feebly, begging for mercy, asking for time to say a prayer.

Count Nicholas Zubov, red-hot, huge, resembling a butcher, struck the tsar of all Russia in the temple with the corner of a gold snuffbox. Paul fell to the floor. According to one version, Zubov’s French valet sat on Paul’s stomach. Guardsman Yakov Skaryatin took off his officer’s sash and they strangled him with it. And then they mocked the corpse drunkenly—kicking and beating the lifeless body of Alexander’s grandfather.

They came outside to the soldiers guarding the castle and announced merrily: “The emperor died suddenly of apoplexy.” And the soldiers shouted, “Hurrah! Long live Emperor Alexander!”

Paul was dressed in guard’s uniform, the tricorn pushed forward over his face to cover the bruise from the snuffbox. Only then was the weeping widow permitted to bid him farewell. General Benigsen forcefully asked her, “Please do not draw out the farewell scene, which could harm the precious health of Your Majesty.”

As in the case of Peter III, the announcement stated that the emperor had died suddenly and peacefully. The emperor’s body lay in state at the Mikhailovsky Castle. But as Madame de Stael had written, “In Russia everything is secret, but nothing is unknown.” St. Petersburg society rushed to look at the suddenly departed. The body was displayed cleverly. The famous journalist Nicholas Grech recalled, “I went to Mikhailovsky Castle a dozen times and could see only the soles of his boots and the brim of his wide hat, pushed low on his forehead. No sooner do you come in the door than they point to another: ‘Move along.’”

That is how Alexander’s uncle became Alexander I, future vanquisher of Napoleon. The new emperor did not dare act against the regicide guards. When guardsman Skaryatin hung his officer’s sash on the back of his chair when he played cards, everyone tried to guess whether that was the very sash with which they strangled the father of the new emperor. General Benigsen became one of the army commanders in the war with Napoleon. When Alexander called Napoleon “a bloodthirsty monster,” Bonaparte mockingly reminded the tsar about “the exploits of his commander in his father’s bedroom.”

 

The Romanov family had many legends about the martyred Paul I. In his favorite palace, Gatchina, there was a room with a door nailed shut. Inside was the bed from the Mikhailovsky Castle with blankets and pillows stained by the murdered emperor’s blood. Servants insisted that they had seen the emperor’s ghost wandering the formal rooms of the Gatchina Palace at night. The ghost allegedly appeared on the eve of fateful events.

Little Alexander dreamed of seeing his grandfather’s ghost whenever he visited Gatchina. Olga, sister of the last Romanov tsar, Nicholas II, recalled in her memoirs how she and Nicky walked through the palace hoping for and fearing the sight of the restless soul. Grand Duke Nikolai Pavlovich, father of Alexander, is supposed to have seen the ghost on the most terrible day of his life.

 

The murdered Emperor Paul I had four sons. Two older boys, Alexander and Konstantin, and two younger ones, Nicholas (Alexander II’s father) and Mikhail. Unlike their father, short and snub-nosed Paul, Alexander and Nicholas were athletic and handsome, with faces that belonged on medals. There would be many more handsome men born in the Romanov family. Paul’s wife, the fecund princess of Württemberg (she gave Paul eight children), brought the Württemberg looks and stature to the royal line.

There were almost two decades in age difference and an abyss in education between the older brothers and the younger ones. Catherine the Great took the two older boys, Alexander and Konstantin, away from their father. “The best grandmother” supervised their education and invented an amusing primer for them, wrote fairy tales, and even designed “clothing beneficial for the health.”

Catherine turned bringing up children into a political project. She wanted to pass her throne to her grandson Alexander, rather than her despised son, Paul. She intended Konstantin to become emperor of a revived Byzantium with its capital in Constantinople (hence the choice of his name), which she planned to win from Turkey. Russia and the liberated Balkan Slavs would then create the world’s largest empire, a Slavic one. But she died before putting her plan into action.

The murder of Paul I implemented “the best grandmother’s” plan for Alexander posthumously. Her favorite grandson became Emperor Alexander I. He would gain worldwide glory with his victory over Napoleon.

The older the victor grew, the deeper he plunged into black melancholy. He was tormented by the murder of his father and his part in the conspiracy. In 1819 he told his brother Konstantin, “I have to tell you that I am tired and no longer can bear the weight of ruler.” That meant that Konstantin, as next in line, had to wear the crown.

Konstantin had loved his father. He had his father’s snub nose and big blue eyes. He also had his hot temper. He could never forget that March night, when Prince Platon Zubov, his grandmother’s former lover, came to his room right after the emperor’s murder. Zubov shook him awake and made him get dressed, without any explanation. Konstantin thought they had come to kill him. But he was taken from Mikhailovsky Castle to the Winter Palace, where the conspirators declared his brother emperor.

Konstantin told guardsman Sablukov, “My brother can be tsar if he wants. But if the throne were to come to me, I would refuse it!” When his brother made his offer in 1819, he replied that he “was prepared to ask for a place as his second valet, just not to be the tsar on the throne!” He hastily wrote an official renunciation: “I do not feel I have the gifts, or the strength, or the spirit…etc.”

The next in line was Nicholas, father of Alexander. Nicholas adored his brother Alexander and had great respect for Konstantin. He had named his own sons Alexander and Konstantin in their honor. But Nicholas had not been prepared for the throne. His education consisted solely of military training, which he excelled at. He was considered the martinet of the extended Romanov family. Even more dangerously, that was his reputation among the powerful guards regiments. Many of the capital’s intellectuals were in the guards, and it was fashionable to despise “martinet Nicholas.” Emperor Alexander understood the danger for Nicholas if he took the throne.

But there was no choice, and Alexander I went to see Nicholas. The tsar did not discuss it with him, he simply announced his will to his brother: in the case of his death, the throne went to him, Nicholas. The emperor added, “However, it might happen much sooner. I keep thinking more frequently of freeing myself of responsibility and moving away from worldly things. Europe needs young monarchs, at the peak of their power and energy, and I am no longer what I was.”

Alexander’s mother described their startled reaction to the emperor’s news. “We listened to the Sovereign, like two statues, with open eyes and shut mouths.” Like Konstantin, Nicholas was also afraid of the offered crown, stained as it was by the blood of his father and grandfather.

Alexander I had to calm him down. “The moment that will suit you has not yet come…it may be another ten years,” he said in farewell, and left.

“We were thunderstruck…. In tears and sobbing over this horrible, unexpected news, we were silent,” recorded Alexander’s mother.

All over the world, brothers fought over the crown, even committed crimes to attain it. In Russia, brothers dreamed of only one thing: to give up the great kingdom. That was the result of the guards’ attacks on the palace.

Word soon reached Alexander that the guards were hatching another conspiracy, another attack on the palace. In 1820, General Alexander Benkendorf, chief of the guards corps staff, wrote a note, that is, a denunciation, to the emperor about the conspiracy. The victory over Napoleon had brought a very dangerous turn of events: The intellectual officers had caught revolutionary fever in France and brought it home to Russia. “Without understanding how to bring order to their own affairs…they wish to rule the state,” wrote Benkendorf. He appended a list of the conspirators.

Alexander I, the mystic tsar, must have decided that this was retribution. The guards that had put him on the throne were now removing him. He left his fate in God’s hands. Expressing regret that the conspirators had fallen “victim to the same French air of liberty that had delighted me in my youth,” the emperor put the denunciation in his desk drawer. “I shared and supported those illusions, it is not for me to persecute them,” he later said.

This was a very new kind of conspiracy in the old guards regiments. For the first time in a century, no one in the royal family participated. Like the old conspiracies, the plan called for killing the tsar, but this time, not in order to put a different tsar in place. This time, they wanted to declare a republic.

One of the main conspirators was Colonel Pavel Pestel, son of the Siberian governor general. He had fought Napoleon bravely. This Russian Robespierre, who wanted to found a republic, decided that for the security of the future republic not only the tsar but the entire royal family had to die, in order to avoid a civil war. The majority of the conspirators were kinder: They decided to leave the emperor on the throne if he agreed to a constitution. Thus, in snowy Russia, began the path that led to the destruction of a dynasty, the Bolsheviks, and the great schism of the world into two camps.

Further news of the conspiracy led the tsar to hasten toward a solution of the dynastic problems. On August 16, 1823, Alexander wrote a secret manifesto on succession. It named Grand Duke Nikolai Pavlovich, Alexander’s father, as the heir to the throne. It was placed in a sealed envelope for safekeeping in Russia’s main church, the Cathedral of Assumption in Moscow, where Russian tsars were crowned. Only a very narrow circle knew about the manifesto. Alexander must have had some hope that Konstantin could be persuaded to accept the throne. He did not forget the attitude of the dangerous guards toward Nicholas.

Alexander I was almost never in Moscow. He attended all the meetings of the monarchs in the Holy Alliance who had fought Napoleon, and he traveled aimlessly around the country. A contemporary wrote, “He rules the country from a carriage.” The emperor avoided the capital, where the regiments were based.

In 1825 the “nomadic despot,” as the poet Alexander Pushkin called him, set out on yet another journey, to the small town of Taganrog, where the southern climate would be gentler on the empress’s weak lungs. Leaving St. Petersburg late at night, the emperor drove first to the Alexander Nevsky Monastery. In the darkness by the gates he was met by a black row of monks headed by the metropolitan, the leader of Russian Orthodox Christians. That was the start of the last church service the emperor would see in his capital. During the gospel reading, Alexander I suddenly sank to his knees and asked the metropolitan to lay the Bible on his head. He prayed for a long time, weeping as he prayed.

 

In Taganrog, the emperor died swiftly and unexpectedly. The official diagnosis has been preserved, but it is so vague that it is difficult to guess what disease killed Napoleon’s conqueror. The rumor that reached Moscow right after the news of his death has also survived the centuries: Alexander I did not die. Another corpse was in the coffin, and the emperor went off to be a hermit in Siberia, to pray and repent for his terrible sin against his father.

The arrival of the coffin bolstered the rumor, since the coffin was not opened when the emperor lay in state. This was the first time that the court said its farewells to a ruler without seeing his face. Even Peter III and Paul I, who had marks of violence upon them, were laid out to be seen.

The court was told that the heat in Taganrog had caused the body to decay. But everyone knew that the body had been embalmed. People repeated the strange words of Prince Volkonsky, that “the Emperor’s face, despite the embalming, had turned black and even the features had changed completely.”

Only the royal family saw the open coffin. The final farewell took place in the chapel at Tsarskoye Selo after midnight. The priests were told to leave and sentries were placed at the doors. In the dim candlelight, the Romanovs saw the skeleton of the late tsar. Alexander, named for his uncle, was present at this secret farewell. He was seven years old.

Eleven years after the death of Tsar Alexander, a holy man appeared in Siberia called Fedor Kozmich. The austere man seemed to be a peasant, but he knew the customs of the court and he spoke foreign languages fluently. It became clear from his stories that he had been in Paris with the victorious Russian army.

The most popular portrait of the mysterious elder showed a startling resemblance to Alexander I, although he never mentioned the tsar. As his popularity and rumors about him grew, the holy man saw his visitors less and less frequently, and the door to his monastic cell was more often locked.

Alexander II’s mother noted in her diary that Alexander I had once said to her, in a conversation about his dream of renouncing the throne, “How happy I will be to see you driving past me, and I’ll be in the crowd shouting Hurrah! at you and waving my hat.”








CHAPTER 2

Heir to the Throne




When little Alexander was seven years old, two terrifying memories entered the consciousness of the impressionable, nervous child: the uncontrollability of nature and of men.

A great flood occurred in the last year of the reign of Alexander I. Alexander and his family were living in the Anichkov Palace, which later became the traditional home of every heir to the throne. It was on a night in November when the worst flooding on record took place in St. Petersburg. At 7:00 P.M. on the seventh, the signal lanterns to warn residents were lit on the Admiralty Spire, opposite the Winter Palace. A violent storm shook the night; wind gusts rattled the enormous windows of the Anichkov Palace. By morning the infuriated Neva River flowed onto the streets. The water roiled like boiling water in a kettle and the wind blew against the current. White foam swirled over the mass of water. Huge waves crashed on the flooded Palace Square.

The square and the Neva formed a giant lake, fed by the Nevsky Prospect, which had turned into a broad river flowing past the Anichkov Palace. The water of that “river” reached the balconies. Rats from the cellars raced up the marble staircases, leaping, squealing, running up toward safety.

A woman with a child floated on a large door past their windows, as soldiers in a boat tried to reach her. People climbed rooftops, clung to lampposts. The contents of a library floated out from a nearby house, the books bobbing in the waves outside their balcony. Sheets of metal, torn from the roofs by the hurricane-force winds, flew through the air.

Several days later, when the waters receded, little Sasha, as Alexander was known, was taken by his father to survey the city. The embankment in front of the Winter Palace was strewn with smashed ships. Sasha was given permission to climb up onto one and touch a real mast. On top of the ship’s side was a coffin that had floated from the cemetery.

The unprecedented rebellion of the waters was a harbinger of more violence of the human kind a year later.

 

When the messenger from Taganrog brought the news of the death of Alexander I, Alexander’s father immediately called the military governor of St. Petersburg, Count Mikhail Miloradovich. Nicholas told him of the late emperor’s secret manifesto and his last wish, to hand the throne over to him, Nicholas.

But Miloradovich was well aware of the feelings of the guards, who did not like the martinet Nicholas. He also knew about the guards’ conspiracy. They were all his friends. They were scions of Russia’s greatest aristocratic families, brilliant officers who had fought Napoleon with Miloradovich.

The count warned Nicholas, “Unfortunately, no one knows of the secret manifesto, but everyone knows the law on succession. And everyone knows that according to the law, the throne belongs to Konstantin.”

Alexander’s father hastily, and apparently with great relief, agreed with Miloradovich. Nicholas hurriedly ordered the guards, the Senate, and the State Council to swear fealty to Konstantin. And he swore his, as well. That is how much he feared the dangerous throne.

But it was all in vain. A messenger galloped from Warsaw with a letter from Konstantin, who refused to be tsar. He wrote: “My previous intention is immutable.” And he demanded that the late tsar’s will, as expressed in the manifesto, be obeyed. Nicholas must become emperor.

The messenger galloped back to Warsaw from St. Petersburg. Understanding how strange it would seem otherwise, the dowager empress “begged on her knees for Konstantin to come to St. Petersburg and declare his renunciation of the throne openly.”

The messenger hurried back from Warsaw to St. Petersburg. Konstantin refused to come to the capital (so worried they would persuade him to accept the throne). He asked his “beloved mother” to announce his renunciation on his behalf.

While messengers on troikas sped back and forth, the guardsmen realized that this moment of confusion over succession was the best time for a revolt.

At last, on December 13, the birthday of the late emperor Alexander, Nicholas decided to accept the will. He agreed to wear the crown. “What a day for me, Lord, determining of my fate,” wrote Nicholas in his diary. That same day a sealed envelope was brought to him. “I opened it and learned of a horrible conspiracy. I had to take decisive measures,” he recalled later.

The damned guards, who had killed his ancestors, were at it again. He knew what threatened him. Little Sasha was now the official heir to the throne. The next day, December 14, was the day his father was to take the oath. That same day, Nicholas wrote to his sister, “Pray to God for me…. Take pity on your wretched brother, victim of the Will of God and his two brothers.”

 

That evening was filled with anxious debates among the conspirators. Some did not want to risk a mutiny, because they doubted its success. One—Count Rostovtsev—decided to take a desperate step. He told his fellow conspirators that he was particularly obliged to Nikolai Pavlovich and now, “foreseeing danger for his benefactor, decided to go to him and beg him not to accept the throne.” All arguments to stop him were in vain.

The day after his meeting with the tsar, Rostovtsev brought a paper to the conspirators, entitled “The most beautiful day of my life.” It was a description of his meeting with Nicholas, who welcomed him amiably. Rostovtsev warned the tsar that “accepting the throne was very dangerous to him.” He “said nothing more than that.” Nicholas did not ask for details, but thanked him and sent him away.

Rostovtsev had hoped that by revealing the conspiracy he would force his comrades to give up their plans. He was wrong.

Now Nicholas knew for certain that there would be a mutiny. He had no choice but to carry on. In the evening Military Governor of St. Petersburg Miloradovich said to Prince Württemberg, a relative of Nicholas on his mother’s side, “I am anxious, because I do not expect success from tomorrow. The guards love Konstantin.”

“What do the guards have to do with success? There is the legal will of the late tsar,” said the prince.

Little did he know that the law of succession was subject to the will of the guards.

The conspirators were in the barracks, feverishly preparing their soldiers for the mutiny. They could not speak of a republic, which so many of them wanted, to the soldiers. When one of the officers told his soldiers that now they would have a republic, the soldiers immediately wanted to know who would be tsar then.

“No one.”

“Sire,” they told him, “you know that is just not possible.” As a Russian historian has written, “In Russia it was easier to imagine a country without people than without a tsar.”

According to legend, that night Nicholas had trouble sleeping, and he wandered the corridors of the Winter Palace, tormented by insomnia. A servant with a candelabra followed him. In the moonlit White Ballroom they saw a figure in a white nightgown. Nicholas froze in terror—it was his father. In an instant, Paul vanished through the wall.

If this story is true, then that is the moment that imbued Nicholas with the amazing determination he showed throughout the next terrible day. That meeting for him was like Hamlet meeting his father’s ghost. It was a call for revenge against the descendants of the officers who had killed his father and grandfather.

 

December 14 was not just another attack on the palace—it was a fight for a constitution. A great day for Russian liberals, and a watershed in Russian history.

Nicholas described what happened: “On that fateful day I awoke early. All the generals and regimental leaders of the guards were gathered at the Winter Palace.” Nicholas read them the will of Tsar Alexander I and the renunciation of the throne by Konstantin Pavlovich. “Receiving from each commander an oath of loyalty and readiness to sacrifice himself, I ordered them to go to their men and have the guards take the oath.”

The courtiers were “ordered to gather at the Winter Palace by 11:00

A.M.” While they got organized, Nicholas went to his mother’s rooms. He waited, on the alert.

It had begun. The conspirators had raised rebellion in the army barracks. They told the soldiers that the lawful emperor, Konstantin, to whom they had pledged their oath, had been forced to abdicate. Without their greatcoats, despite the December cold, warmed by the fiery speeches of their officers (and even more so by vodka), the guards rushed with loaded rifles to Peter (now Senate) Square, to defend the rights of Konstantin.

They lined up on the square near the Senate building, ten minutes’ walk from the Winter Palace. The famous statue of Peter the Great on a rearing steed had its back to them. The great emperor seemed to be fleeing from them.

The soldiers shot into the air and shouted: “Long live Konstantin and Constitution!” The Russian word, konstitutsiya, takes a feminine ending, and the officers explained the unfamiliar term as the name of Konstantin’s wife.

No sooner had Nicholas entered his mother’s rooms than (according to Nicholas) “Major General Neigardt, chief of staff of the Guards Corps, appeared and announced that the Moscow Regiment was in complete mutiny.”

All the dignitaries had gathered at the Winter Palace. “But I had to keep the true situation from them, especially from Mother [who had already seen the guards at work, murdering her husband, Paul I—E.R.].” But Nicholas did not keep the truth from his wife. “I looked in on my wife and told her, ‘There is trouble in the Moscow Regiment; I am going there.’”

He remembered the fate of his father and grandfather; he had no doubt that this was a life or death moment. And not only his death, but that of his entire family. He was enraged. Though he wrote that “Thoughts came to me by inspiration,” more likely, he had thought through the situation in those anxious days before he took the oath, when he learned of the conspiracy.

He took action. He sent the regimental commanders gathered at the palace back to the barracks to bring out the regiments of loyal guards. He sent generals to the square to persuade the mutineers to disperse. He gave orders, then tossed his greatcoat over his shoulders and ran out of the palace.

He encountered a huge crowd of gawkers on Palace Square. “The procession toward the palace had begun, and the square was filled with people and carriages.”

A crowd that size in front of the palace was dangerous; it could easily be incited to turn into a mob. They could head over to the rebels on Senate Square or (more terribly) attack the defenseless palace. “I had to distract the people with something unusual…. I had to win time to allow the troops to gather.”

Nicholas began reading the manifesto of his succession to them. The crowd was thrilled to see the tsar addressing them in person. People applauded and roared hurrahs, drowning out the sound of shots from the mutinous square.

After he finished reading the manifesto, Nicholas experienced “the most terrible moment.” He saw a troop of guards running toward the Winter Palace. “A crowd of life grenadiers, led by officer Panov, was coming to take over the palace and in case of resistance to destroy our entire family.”

But at just that moment, loyal troops appeared in the courtyard—the Sapper Battalion, standing behind the new emperor. Seeing “strangers,” as they called guards loyal to Nicholas, the grenadiers turned back and ran to the square. That minute was the salvation of the family. Nicholas writes that he “saw a sign—God’s mercy.” Then came the battalion of the loyal Preobrazhensky Regiment. Nicholas got on his horse and led the battalion to Senate Square.

One hundred meters along, by the arch of the General Staff Building, he saw the guards of the Grenadier Regiment. They were walking without officers and not in military line. They were a huge crowd with banners.

“As we approached them, I wanted to stop the grenadiers and have them take formation. But in response to my ‘Halt!’ they shouted at me: ‘We are for Konstantin!’ I pointed them to Senate Square.” He could not engage in battle in front of the palace, to be seen by his unsuspecting mother and dignitaries. “My heart froze so many times during that day…and only thanks to God’s support I got through it.”

Nicholas would never forgive the rebels for his humiliating fear.

He gave orders to move the children from the Anichkov Palace to the Winter Palace. As usual Sasha was at his lessons with the governor, Captain Merder, when the carriage came for him. The boy was quickly dressed and taken to the Winter Palace. Nicholas also had them “ready country equipages for Mother and my wife.” He had decided “that if events are still threatening to send them with the children out of the city to Tsarskoye Selo.”

In the meantime, Alexander sat in the study of his late uncle, Alexander I, with his mother and grandmother. Hungry, the boy was cranky. They brought him a meat patty. He realized that something was going on, for he could feel the tension of the adults. He ate his patty.

By this time, Nicholas was joined by the generals who had returned from the square. They told him bad news: There were more rebels—added to the Moscow Regiment were the two-meter-tall grenadiers and the Naval Regiment of the guards. The police were frightened into inaction, taking a wait-and-see position. The laborers building St. Isaac’s Cathedral hailed the rebels and threw stones at the tsar’s ambassadors, the generals.

Count Miloradovich, the governor of St. Petersburg, went to Senate Square to negotiate. The news came back almost instantly that he had been killed. Miloradovich had fought the entire war against Napoleon, he had been in every battle, without ever being wounded. He was nicknamed “Lucky,” only to be killed not by enemy fire, but by his own people. He fought in all the capitals of Europe only to die in his own.

The only good news was that the rebels were staying in Senate Square. That gave Nicholas the time he needed to gather loyal troops around him.

He did not want to begin his reign in bloodshed. He sent his youngest brother, Grand Duke Mikhail, to talk to the rebels, but they would not let him speak, and it was a miracle that they did not kill him. A madman shot at him twice; both times the gun would not fire. Then Nicholas, surrounded by the Preobrazhensky Regiment, headed for the square to persuade them himself, but the rebels would not let him approach. “They shot at me; the bullet flew over my head and fortunately no one was wounded. The laborers of St. Isaac’s began tossing lumber at us over the fencing.”

It was then that Nicholas sent the Horse Guards to attack the rebels, who easily fought them off with rifle fire.

It was getting dark. “I had to make the decision to put a swift end to this, otherwise the mob might join the rebels and then the troops surrounded by the mob would be in the most difficult circumstances.”

Alexander’s mother and grandmother were terrified. While Sasha ate his meat patty, they were imagining the worst. His grandmother was now fully informed. Twenty-four years earlier she had seen the mutilated body of her husband, the emperor. Now she might have to look upon the corpse of her son, the emperor. Sitting with her was Nicholas’s wife, worried to death, knowing the names of all the Russian tsars killed by the guards. Alexander’s mother developed a lifelong nervous tic over that day’s events.

Unable to stand the uncertainty, she asked Nikolai Mikhailovich Karamzin, the famous writer and historian who was inside the palace for the festivities, to go see what was happening.

Nikolai Karamzin was a brilliant writer, the leader of the sentimental vein in Russian literature, who betrayed his muse of fiction at the height of his career. He served a new muse, the divine Clio, and became a historian. This career brought him immortality, as he realized his dream “to animate Russian history.” The first edition of his history of Russia sold out in twenty-five days. It was a revelation for the Russian public and became a source of inspiration for future Russian writers, and naturally an object of ruthless criticism for professional historians.

That day the brilliant writer and historian saw with his own eyes a fateful moment in Russian history.

Karamzin returned and told them about the rebel regiments on the square, just a ten-minute walk from the Winter Palace. He told them that the mob around the square hailed their success with delighted cheers and threw stones at him when he tried to reach the rebels. In his haste to get back (perhaps he had been forced to run for his life), Karamzin lost a heel. Now he paced the formal room in his socks. He was in a panic: “Is Peter’s city really going to fall into the hands of three thousand half-drunken soldiers, mad officers, and the mob?”

Nicholas made one last attempt to persuade the rebel regiments. He sent to the palace for the metropolitan, who was preparing for a religious service for Nicholas’s ascension to the throne. Now, instead, the metropolitan in his formal vestments headed for the square to talk to the rebels. They awaited his return anxiously at the palace. He returned frightened, threatened by gunfire and chased from the square.

A bloody decision was made. “Adjutant General Vasilchikov (commander of the guards) turned to me and said, ‘Your Majesty, there is nothing to be done: we need grapeshot!’

“‘Do you want me to spill the blood of my subjects on the very first day of my reign?’

“‘In order to save your empire,’ Vasilchikov replied.”

This is how Nicholas remembered it. But this is most likely the version all rulers use to explain bloodshed; they oppose, but their advisors insist.

In fact, Nicholas liked history and knew Bonaparte’s reaction when he watched the mob storm the French king’s palace. “What an ass the king is! It wouldn’t take more than a battery to disperse these scoundrels!” (The vanquished Napoleon remained an idol of the victorious Russian officers.)

Nicholas commanded the cannon himself. He thirsted for revenge for his father and grandfather, and most of all, for his fear.

Inside the Winter Palace, the dignitaries in their ribbons and medals sat along the walls and awaited the results of the battle. Suddenly the palace’s tall windows were illuminated, as if by several bolts of lightning at once, followed by distant thunder. The cannon were shooting. The first was a warning shot over the rebels’ heads that struck the Senate building. The cannonball stuck in the wall, and Nicholas did not permit its removal for several years, as a reminder to hotheads. The rebels responded with scattered fire and shots of “Hurrah Constitution! Hurrah Konstantin!”

Hearing the cannon fire, Alexander’s grandmother exclaimed, “Oh, my God! What will Europe say about us! My son is ascending the throne in blood!” But his youngest brother, Mikhail, soothed their beloved mother.

“It’s bad, impure blood!” he assured her.

Everyone happily made the sign of the cross. The dignitaries understood that a real master had appeared: a strict tsar. Sasha was told by his mother to bless himself. Then his father came in, embracing grandmother, mother, and children. They all headed to the Big Church, where they knelt and said thanks for the deliverance.

Then little Alexander was dressed in a tiny parade Hussar uniform, and his grandmother’s valet carried him out to the palace courtyard. His father and the guards awaited him in the bonfire light. They were men from the Sapper Battalion that had saved the palace.

Nicholas raised his son in his arms and exclaimed, “Here, boys, this is my heir, serve him faithfully!” And they responded, “Hurrah! Long live Grand Duke Alexander Nikolayevich!” And then Nicholas ordered the first man from each company to step forward to kiss him, which was done. They came up in turn to kiss the boy, scraping him with their rough cheeks and enveloping him in the smell of cheap shag. Little Sasha wept. He did not like it.

The mutineers of that December became known as the Decembrists in Russian history. The Russian intelligentsia has loved them ever since.

But the Decembrists left us a puzzle. Why did they just stand on the square in that strange inactivity? Why didn’t they attack the palace before the loyal troops got organized?

The answer lies in the nature of the conspiracy. It was easy for them to dream of liberty over cards and punch, at balls and in salons. But then they saw it in action—the drunken ignorant soldiers who believed that Konstitutsiya was Konstantin’s wife and the mob that was on the verge of rioting. The mob was picking up the lumber from the construction site of St. Isaac’s in preparation for attacking the city and looting it. That was when the bloody specter of the French Revolution rose above the rebel square, the specter of Terror. The Decembrists felt fear. Not knowing what to do, the guards’ intellectuals and handful of civilian intelligentsia shuffled their feet mindlessly until the cannons roared.

Before bedtime, little Alexander was taken to say good night to his papa. The room was brightly lit by candles. An arrested guards officer stood before his father. His hands were tied by the officer’s sash (just like the one used to strangle Emperor Paul). On a sofa next to a small table sat an old general, who took down the prisoner’s statement. The emperor himself led the interrogation.

All night, while Sasha slept soundly, the leaders of the Decembrist uprising were brought to his father’s study.

Later that room became Sasha’s schoolroom.

 

The next morning was their first in the Winter Palace, now home for little Alexander. His governor, Karl Merder, led him through the rooms. Their private rooms ended at the bronze-covered doors. An enfilade of formal halls followed. Beyond the windows lay the Neva River, constrained by ice. The low, bloody winter sun hovered over the Neva. The ice glittered. The gold and silver plates hung by the doors glistened and so did the brass helmets of the cavalry guards. They stood at attention by the columns, as immobile as the columns themselves.

Only people close to the royal family were permitted to enter past the cavalry guards into the private family rooms. Empress Elizabeth had installed them there. There had been cavalry guards on post for the last half century.

Alexander’s grandmother continued to care about Europe’s opinion, but Nicholas calmed her. He wrote his own account for Europe: “At the time when the residents of the capital learned to their great joy that Tsar Nikolai Pavlovich had accepted the ancestral crown, on this long-awaited day there was a sad event, which for just a few hours upset the tranquility of the capital. At the time that the new Tsar was met everywhere by expressions of sincere love and loyalty, a handful of vile-looking scoundrels in frock coats…” And that was it. There was no rebellion, no shooting, no cannons. There was an unpleasant event, nothing more. It was not the guards who had mutinied, but a few civilian scoundrels.

 

The situation remained grim, however. In the first round of interrogations, Nicholas learned that the most notable families of Russia were involved in the conspiracy, descendants of the pre-Romanov rulers Rurik and Gedemin—Volkonsky, Trubetskoy, Obolensky and other families that were part of Russian history. They were brought for questioning from flood-damp cells of the Fortress of Peter and Paul to the Winter Palace, where they had so recently attended balls and duty tours, covered in military orders for their exploits in the war with Napoleon.

Nicholas was not yet thirty. He knew that he was unpopular in the capital. Next to him was his terrified, unhappy wife, who spoke Russian poorly. Outside the palace, the short winter days with long, dangerous nights helped St. Petersburg to seethe with hostility. It was filled with the powerful relatives of the men now incarcerated in the fortress. Nicholas expected a strike in response from the arrogant St. Petersburg elite, whose ancestors had killed his grandfather and father. He expected a continuation of the uprising.

But the unexpected occurred. The cannons and rifles had an instant sobering effect on society. “From all sides came cries of delight: ‘Victory! Victory!’ As if a foreign army had been vanquished instead of a handful of fellow countrymen. There were church services held for the salvation of the Homeland! Former friends, brothers, and lovers were now called ‘state criminals,’ and fathers readily led their children to their punishment. There was a flood of volunteers to play executioner,” wrote a contemporary.

Most zealous of all were the people known as “liberals.” It was then that Nicholas learned an important law of Russian life: If the ruler is firm and the retribution is ruthless, those who had been the boldest become the most cowardly. That is why Nicholas decided to bring the main liberals into the uprising inquiry.

As it turned out during the investigation, the conspirators had wanted to make the famous Count Mikhail Speransky the future leader of republican Russia. The late Alexander I had dreamed of great reforms at the start of his reign—he wanted to emancipate the serfs. Count Speransky had been his chief advisor. He had a great mind. Napoleon had jokingly suggested that Tsar Alexander exchange Speransky for a kingdom of his choice. But when Alexander came to hate his youthful infatuations, he sent the count into exile, where he remained for six years, a symbol of liberal ideas.

Nicholas put Speransky in charge of the Supreme Criminal Court to determine the punishment for the Decembrists. Speransky, the great liberal, created such a long list of candidates for the gallows that Nicholas could appear merciful. He shortened the list significantly. But five were still condemned to death. Once again the emperor could show mercy—he replaced the medieval punishment of drawing and quartering, recommended by Speransky, with ordinary hanging.

There had been no executions in Russia since the reign of Elizabeth. The empress had vowed to God to repeal the death sentence if her uprising was successful. Now the strict tsar revived the practice. But something intolerable had occurred in the interim—they had forgotten how to hang people. The gibbet was made too high, so that school benches had to be brought from the Merchant Marine School, located nearby. The five condemned Decembrists walked up the steps to the gallows and then stood on the benches under the ropes. The nooses were wrapped around their necks, but the second the executioner left the gallows, the bridge collapsed. Two were hanged, but the other three fell down into the gaping hole, hitting the steps and benches.

Despite custom, it was decided to hang them once again. The bridge was repaired and the wretched three were brought up again.

Colonel Muravyev-Apostol, hero of the war against Napoleon, said as he went up the gallows again, “Damned country, where they don’t know how to form a conspiracy, hold a trial, or hang people!” To a drum roll, the nooses were placed once more, this time successfully.

The rest of the participants were sentenced to hard labor, reduced in rank, and stripped of nobility. The once-dashing guards officers found themselves in the mines of Siberia in horrible conditions.

Throughout Nicholas’s reign, he was begged to pardon the Decembrists. But he was implacable. And when eleven women, the wives and fiancées of the sentenced men, decided to follow them to Siberia, Nicholas did his utmost to punish them, too. They lost not only the privileges of nobility, but also the most ordinary civil rights.

Society zealously distanced itself from the rebels. It even resorted to the saving grace of sarcasm: “In Paris the cobbler revolts to become a landowner—that’s understandable. In Russia, when the nobility makes a revolution, is it because they want to be cobblers?” wrote Countess Rostopchina, once an acquaintance of the sufferers.

Having suppressed the uprising, Nicholas learned the lesson of how to rule Russia. He tried to pass the wisdom to his son: “In Europe the ruler must have the art of being sometimes fox, sometimes lion. That is what General Bonaparte taught politicians. In Russia, he must be only the lion.”

The rout of the Decembrists proved to be the end of the guards’ political role. There were no more attacks on the palace. Now the obedient troops worked assiduously on their training. Nicholas made the guards look like a corps de ballet. And as funny as it may sound, he made the ballet resemble the guards. During a production of Abduction from the Seraglio, the corps de ballet had to portray janissaries. Nicholas ordered that the ballerinas be taught to handle sabers. Junior officers were sent to the ballet to give instruction. The ballerinas treated it as a joke, but Nicholas would not put up with insubordination, even from ballerinas. It was a matter of principle. It was in the middle of winter, and the tsar passed word that noncompliant dancers would be sent outdoors to practice in the cold in their ballet slippers. Everyone complied.

During Nicholas’s reign, not even a fly dared take to the air without his approval.

In the Summer Garden, a sentry stood in the middle of a meadow. Nicholas once asked why there was an armed guard there and what was he guarding? No one could tell him. They finally found an old adjutant general, who recalled what his father had told him: One day Catherine the Great was strolling in the Summer Garden and saw the first snowdrop poking through the snow. She asked that the flower be protected while she continued her walk. Since the empress did not rescind the order, a sentry stood on the spot for the next half century.

Nicholas enjoyed the story very much. He told it to Bismarck, who was then ambassador to Russia. He added that, during the great floods in St. Petersburg, sentries who had not been ordered to leave their posts had stayed and died as the waters rose.

An order from the Russian sovereign was an order forever. Nicholas wanted this to be understood not only by soldiers but by the entire country.

This was the man who ruled Russia for thirty years. And for those thirty years Alexander was to live as heir to the throne.








CHAPTER 3

His Father’s Empire




The new emperor became one of the most awesome tsars in Russian history. Having dealt with the guards, Nicholas came to a sad conclusion: None of the Romanov governments before him had known what was happening in their own capital.

The conspiracy and murder of his grandfather, Peter III, and the conspiracy and murder of his father, Paul I, were the most glaring examples. Numerous people took part, but the poor sovereigns learned about them in their final hour. The Decembrist plot had gone on for several years. Yet the uprising had not been prevented, and it could have been disastrous for the dynasty. The previous secret police force in Russia had “proven its paltriness,” in Nicholas’s words.

Nicholas decided to create a new, efficient secret police force. All subsequent Russian special agencies came out from beneath Nicholas’s greatcoat, to paraphrase Pushkin on Gogol’s seminal short story.

The tsar envisioned an agency that would be able to not only discover a developed conspiracy, but signal its conception; that would not only learn the sentiments of the public, but know how to manage them. It would be an institution that could nip sedition in the bud and punish not only actions but thoughts.

And in the bowels of the Imperial Chancellery, the mysterious Third Department was born. Count Alexander Khristoforovich Benkendorf was the guards general who wrote to Alexander I to denounce the Decembrists, some of whom were acquaintances of his. His report, which had been ignored, was found among the papers of the late tsar. The new emperor read it, and was much more attentive. Nicholas invited Benkendorf to work on the creation of the Third Department and then to be its chief. He was quickly becoming the tsar’s new favorite.

Chief Director Count Benkendorf reported to and was subordinate only to the tsar. Moreover, all the ministries were controlled by the Third Department. St. Petersburg did not at first grasp the all-encompassing nature of the new agency. When the tsar explained the aims of the Third Department, he handed Benkendorf a handkerchief and said, “Use this handkerchief to dry the tears of the unjustly injured.”

The public applauded. But it soon became apparent that before drying the tears of the innocent, Count Benkendorf would inspire copious tears in the eyes of the guilty. And not only the guilty, but those who might be guilty.

The staff of the Third Department was misleadingly small, just a few dozen people. But it was given an entire army, which came to be called by the French word gendarme. The Third Department had its Separate Gendarme Corps, and the chief director was also the chief of this political police force.

It was only the tip of the iceberg. The main force of the Third Department was its invisible secret agents. They enveloped the country; they were everywhere—in the guards, the army, the ministries, in brilliant St. Petersburg salons, in theaters, at masquerade balls, and even in society bordellos. The invisible ears were listening. “They’re in my soup,” complained a contemporary.

Members of the elite became informers, some as a career move, others, because they found themselves in difficult straits: men who lost at cards and women involved in dangerous adultery.

The kind-looking blue eyes of the chief of the secret police now watched everything. The unheard-of occurred: The tsar permitted Benkendorf to reprimand Grand Duke Mikhail himself, for his dangerous puns. The tsar’s youngest brother raged impotently.

Serving in the secret police was considered quite reprehensible, but Nicholas forced men from the best families to work in the Third Department. To make the light blue uniform of the gendarmerie acceptable in society, he kept Count Benkendorf at his side in his carriage when he went out for rides in the city. With every year, “with Germanic tenacity and precision, Nicholas tightened the noose of the Third Department around the neck of Russia,” wrote the great Russian essayist Herzen. Literature came under the purview of the secret police, because the tsar knew that sharp words had started rebellions in Europe.

Nicholas banned writers from criticizing the government and even from praising it. As he put it, “I’ve cut them off once and for all from interfering in my work.” Stringent censorship was put in place. Anything with a shade of double meaning or that could weaken the sense of “loyalty and voluntary submission to higher authority and the law” was ruthlessly excised from print. Words crossed out by the censors could not be replaced with ellipses, either, lest the reader “fall into the temptation of thinking about the possible contents of the banned part.”

A certain sense of responsibility for the printed word was introduced permanently into the consciousness of Russian writers, yet their responsibility was not before God or conscience, but before Emperor and State. An author’s right to a personal opinion that differed from the state’s was declared “bizarre and criminal.”

Gradually Russian writers stopped imagining a true literature. The great victim of censorship, the liberty-loving Pushkin, wrote in all sincerity:


I would not wish, by a false idea seduced,

To disparage censors with offhand abuse

What’s opportune for London is for Moscow oversoon.

(Translated by Anya Kucharev.)



The last line took on life as a proverb.

Many writers worked as censors, including the great poet Tyutchev and the novelists Aksakov and Senkovsky. Benkendorf, not known for his love of literature, was now forced to read a lot. The elderly Baltic German’s sad, crumpled, and weary face was bent over manuscripts he hated. The tsar read manuscripts, too. The tsar and the chief of the Third Department became Russia’s supreme censors.

 

Scary stories started spreading about the Third Department. It was said that in the building on Fontanka Canal, “Sheshkovsky’s room,” with its special floor, was still in use.

In the reign of Catherine the Great, Sheshkovsky was the unofficial chief of the secret police. The empress, who corresponded with Voltaire, had done away with torture, but the whip survived. Sheshkovsky found a handy use for it. A free-thinking nobleman would be called in for a talk. Sheshkovsky would be extremely amiable, offer a comfortable chair, and then give a mild lecture. The person being rebuked would think that he was getting off lightly, when Sheshkovsky would turn to the abundance of icons in his office and pray fervently and loudly. The floor beneath the erring gentleman would suddenly sink down and the chair seat fall away, exposing his nether regions to people armed with switches. Stealthy hands would pull away his trousers and the nobleman would be whipped long and hard, like a slave, until his buttocks bled. The miserable victim would scream in pain and damn Sheshkovsky, who continued at his prayers.

Then the same hands would pull up the victim’s trousers, smooth his shirt, and send the chair back up. Sheshkovsky would turn and gently resume the conversation as if nothing had happened.

This would not be the end of the affair. Soon the regiment (thanks to Sheshkovsky) would learn of the incident. A nobleman whipped was a nobleman dishonored, and he would be forced to retire from the army.

Benkendorf played at being Sheshkovsky, gazing kindly at the men he interrogated tenderly yet ruthlessly.

As usual in Russia, when you can’t blame the tsar you blame the lackey. Everyone believed that Benkendorf himself had created the unprecedented might of the secret police. Periodically a happy rumor would circulate that the “executioner of thought” Benkendorf had lost the tsar’s favor. For instance, after the dueling death of the great poet Pushkin, it was thought that the tsar was wrathful and that because Benkendorf had not been able to prevent the duel that destroyed the genius of Russian literature, he would be forced to retire.

Funnily enough, the chief of the Third Department believed the rumor, too. He did what every official in Russia resorts to in a moment of the tsar’s anger—he became “direly ill.” People gloated. But the tsar came to visit the patient, which prompted a traffic jam at Benkendorf’s house. Everyone who had gleefully awaited his downfall the day before now hastened to show sympathy for his illness. Hundreds of visiting cards were left in the reception room.

It had been yet another test of the public’s docility. Benkendorf, like all ministers, was a puppet in Nicholas’s hands. Yet when Benkendorf died, the tsar had his bust sculpted and placed in his office as a reminder of how much the tsar valued his police.

Nicholas treated Russia like a teacher with eternally mischievous children. He was very strict and took care that the children not grow up too much. They were easier to handle that way. As his minister of education Uvarov used to say, “If I can extend Russia’s childhood another fifty years, I will consider my mission accomplished.”

Soon afterward, the tsar summed up in satisfaction, “In Russia everything is silent because it is flourishing.”

“At first we feverishly wanted to be heard. But when we saw that they were not fooling with us; that they demanded silence and inaction from us; that our talent and intelligence were doomed to grow torpid and rot at the bottom of our souls,…that any bright thought was a crime against the social order, when, in a word, we were told that educated people were pariahs in our society; and that…a soldier’s discipline was considered the only principle—then our entire young generation became morally depleted.” So wrote Alexander Nikitenko in his famous diary. He was a very wise critic who had to work as a censor. Nikitenko was sent to the guardhouse more than once for his attempts, in his words, “to give secret aid to literature,” that is, for being insufficiently vigilant. His diary is an eloquent account of how the reign of Nicholas killed talent and energy and made people believe that the “only wisdom was silence and patience.”

 

The emperor’s physical appearance embodied the majesty of power. “Nicholas was handsome, but his beauty radiated cold; there is no face that reveals as ruthlessly a man’s character as his face…. The features expressed implacable will and weak thought, more cruelty than sensitivity. But most important are his eyes,” wrote Alexander Herzen.

Nicholas’s regal gaze was remembered by his courtiers to their dying day. Alexander, his son, practiced the autocrat’s merciless gaze, “which had the quality of a rattlesnake to freeze the blood in your veins.”

Alexander’s father, while not endowed with a profound mind or education, had monstrous willpower and capacity for work. He labored in his first-floor office at the Winter Palace until late at night. He slept there, too, in spartan quarters, on an iron camp bed, covered by a soldier’s greatcoat. That was to stress yet again that Russia was a military state. As he fell asleep in his office on the camp bed, he could see the marble face of his faithful hound Benkendorf.

Besides creating the secret police, Nicholas made one more great contribution to the establishment of a totalitarian state. In his reign a formula was produced that survived the empire: “Autocracy, Orthodoxy, and Nationality were the three pillars on which Russia was to stand.” The formula was invented by Minister of Education Uvarov and it became the basic ideology of Nicholas’s Russia. Alexander would be reminded of it more than once.

The third mainstay of the formula in Russian is narodnost’, traditionally translated as “nationality,” which has no equivalent in English. It means being based on the narod, the people, and therefore has overtones of the peasantry, as in German, the Volk. In the Russian Empire, where the highest levels of society spoke French and the most influential part of the court was made up of German families and where the tsars had 90 percent German blood, it seemed an odd conceit.

But in fact, it was a brilliant invention. The servile, docile, and hounded public was given a necessary toy—great pride. The country of serfs, who could be bought and sold or gambled away, was declared the crown of civilization. Innumerable writings described the imminent collapse of rotten, obsolete Europe, which only Russia could save with an influx of fresh blood. Some of the discourse lapsed into the comical—for instance, Nadezhdin, the editor of the liberal journal Telescope, praised “the mightiness of our Russian fist,” as compared with the puny European fist. Millions of serfs, suffering daily beatings, would attest to its might.

Naturally, the tsar’s beloved creation, the Russian army, supposedly the greatest in the world, was also praised. The army consisted of serf recruits, also with no rights, who were subjected to cruel corporal punishment.

Autocracy was pronounced the main reason for Russia’s incomparable greatness. The Russian people were the people of the great tsars, and the Russian tsars were the heirs of the biblical kings. “Only Autocracy corresponds to the spirit of the Russian people,” declared Nicholas.

The grandeur of autocracy and nationality was complemented by the idea of the grandeur and immutability of Russian Orthodoxy, inseparable from autocracy. In fact, it was the remnants of paganism remaining in Orthodoxy that were inseparable from autocracy. Just as the Roman Caesar was a religious leader, the Russian tsar, taking the title of Caesar, was head of the church. Like Caesar, the tsar was a pagan god. When Nicholas addressed the troops, the soldiers blessed themselves, as if before an icon. Railroad watchmen who met the train carrying Alexander II knelt and made the sign of the cross. The courtiers were no different from these simple folk, and they too perceived the tsar as a living deity.

“No one was better created for the role of autocrat than [Nicholas I]. His impressive handsomeness, regal bearing, and severe Olympic profile—everything down to his smile of a condescending Jupiter, breathed earthly deity. There was something solemn and reverential in the palace air. People spoke in hushed tones and were slightly bowed…in order to appear more obliging…everything was imbued with the presence of the lord.” So wrote lady-in-waiting Anna Tyutcheva in her diary.

The triad—Autocracy, Orthodoxy, and Nationality—took on immortality in Russia. When Stalin created the Bolshevik empire, he said, “The Russian people need a God and a Tsar.” He made himself tsar and god and turned Marxism-Leninism into a new religion. The great paradox was that the Bolshevik empire, created by Russian radicals, had an amazing resemblance to the empire of their hated Nicholas I. The words of Alexander Herzen, pronounced in the middle of the nineteenth century, were indeed horribly prophetic: “Communism is merely Nicholas’s barracks transformed.”

Such was the world of iron-willed Nicholas, in whose shadow Alexander spent three decades.
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