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  To my father,

  who encouraged me all the way,

  and to the memories of

  Nicholas S. Arseniev (1888-1977),

  who told the tantalizing tale, and

  H.I.H. Grand Duchess Olga Alexandrovna (1882-1960),

  who spun the mystery


  Author’s Note

  As a youngster, I was much taken by the apparently fathomless knowledge and prodigious memory of Professor Nicholas Arseniev (1888-1977)., who seemed like an awesome Methuselah. Arseniev frequently summered with us at our wilderness retreat in the Lau-rentian Mountains, where he tutored me in Russian history.

  After we had covered the Napoleonic Wars, the soft-spoken scholar casually moved on to the mysterious death of Tsar Alexander I — “probably no death at all,” said he laconically — and the appearance some years later in Siberia of the enigmatic Feodor Kuzmich. Over the years rumor that Kuzmich was Alexander I grew into legend — a legend that, however incredible, has persisted for almost two centuries. In the lessons that followed, Arseniev went on to weave one thread after another of intriguing detail into an intricate tapestry of the Legend’s manifold aspects.

  Those fascinating sessions with Arseniev left a profound and indelible impression on my young mind. If as alleged, Kuzmich was the tsar, what could possibly have caused Alexander to engage in such extraordinary duplicity? In 1825, the year of Alexander’s presumed death, he was at the height of his power: supreme ruler of the world’s largest country, conqueror of the indomitable Napoleon, possessor of untold wealth, wined and dined by all of Europe, a man who broke female hearts at will. How could the beloved emperor. Autocrat of All Russia, simply throw everything over and disappear from the scene, to reemerge as a starets, a mystical wanderer in the vast Siberian steppes, living a simple life of monastic seclusion? For this teenager, the very notion seemed impossible, a fairy tale. Yet the mystery continued to obsess me through the years. In 1958, Grand Duchess Olga, the sister of Tsar Nicholas II, confided in me that her family “had no doubt” about the veracity of the Legend. With this startling revelation, the shadow of the haunting story loomed even larger in my mind. Over the next several years I studied whatever sources I could find on the subject, but serious research gave way to the more immediate priorities of teaching. With the crumbling of the Soviet regime in 1989, new openness provided me fresh opportunities to pursue the Legend, and my interest in the dormant subject was rekindled. This work was long in developing, and over the years my views of the Legend passed through several phases. When Arseniev first told me the story, I pegged it as a wonderful fairy tale, no more. When later the grand duchess took me into her confidence, it became a mystery. Since then, I “have marched and countermarched” on the issue — the scores of pieces that make up the puzzle are, after all, circumstantial. When all is said and done, however, in answer to the question, Do I believe that Feodor Kuzmich and Alexander I were one and the same?, I can say that I most emphatically do. Before long, science may well provide us with the final answer. In fact, in writing this work, I hope that it will serve as a catalyst for a methodical, scientific investigation of this almost two-hundred-year-old mystery. Particularly with DNA’s refinement, we have the required tools; let the graves be opened, the truth confirmed, and the mystery forever put to rest.

  * * *

  The transliteration of names from the Cyrillic into the Latin alphabet inevitably invites argument. Troubetzkoy, for example, might variously be found as Troubetzkoi, Trubetzkoy, Trubetzkoii, Troubetskoi, and so on. The Library of Congress Slavic Transliteration System appears to be the one most favored by academics, although many universities use altered diacritical systems. In this work I have generally transliterated names according to the less complicated New York Times form (where, for example, Troubetzkoy becomes Trubetskoi). In rare instances, however, the commonly accepted English usage has been retained, e.g.: Tsar Nicholas instead of Tsar Nikolai, and Catherine the Great instead of Ekaterina the Great.

  Most of the sources used in this work were written in pre-1918 Russia and are therefore dated according to the Julian calendar. For ease in reading the narrative, the original dating system has been retained in this book. In February 1918, Russia adopted the Gregorian calendar, the one favored by Western Europe and the Western Hemisphere. Therefore, post-1918 dates are reported according to this “New Style.” Today, there exists a difference of thirteen days between the two calendars. In the nineteenth century the gap was twelve days. (In today’s terms, therefore, Alexander’s reported death occurred on December 1, not on November 19.)

  Generous use has been made here of the work of others. For details, the reader is referred to the reference notes and the bibliography.
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  Paris, 1814-Tomsk, Siberia, 1864

  PARIS: MARCH 31, 1814. IT WAS A BRILLIANT DAY. A cloudless sky stretched over the city, and the rays of early spring warmed the huge animated crowds that had gathered in the streets. Boulevards flowed with humanity and cafés buzzed with excited chatter. In the early hours that morning Marshal Marmont had signed the official document of capitulation: France had surrendered to the allied forces; Napoleon had been vanquished. Russian, Prussian, and Austrian armies were mustered on the city’s eastern fringes and were about to enter in a grand victory parade.

  By eleven o’clock, the first of the Russian cavalry came into view, a troop of massive Cossacks, mustaches flowing, wearing bright red tunics, chests covered with cartridges. They sat tall in shiny saddles, and from their black Persian lamb caps the gold of the double-headed imperial eagle flashed in the sun. Immediately after the Cossacks came the hussars and cuirassiers of the Prussian Royal Guard, followed by the hussars and dragoons of the Russian Imperial Guard — thousands of men in order of rank. Then, at last, came the three conquering heroes: on one side, the king of Prussia; on the other. Prince Schwarzenberg, representing the emperor of Austria. At the center rode Alexander I, Tsar of All Russia, mounted on a dark Arab mare — ironically, a gift from Napoleon. The sovereigns were accompanied by a retinue of a thousand generals, and in their wake a multinational force passed by — Prussians, Austrians, Croats, Hungarians, and among the Russians, Tartars, Circassians, and others from the empire’s multitudinous minorities.

  Alexander was wearing the dark-green-and-red tunic of his beloved Semeonovsky Regiment. White kid trousers clung tightly to his muscular legs and polished black boots came to the knee. The massive epaulettes and collar gleamed with gold, and the dark blue sash of the Order of St. Andrew conspicuously crossed his chest. Even as a boy, Alexander had been strikingly handsome, but now, at thirty-six, with his aquiline nose and delicate features, he looked like the reincarnation of some god out of classical antiquity. The rays of the spring sun lit Alexander’s face, a smile of contentment seemingly carved on it, while his deep blue eyes flashed proudly. Cries echoed in the streets. “Vive Alexandre! Vive les russes! Vive les alliés!” (Long live Alexander I! Long live the Russians! Long live the allies!) At one point he halted the procession and, waving his huge white plumed hat, answered the cheering throng in fluent French: “I have come to you not as an enemy but as a friend! I bring you peace.” After nearly two decades of wars and bloodshed, the French were exhausted; they were pleased to see the last of Napoleon’s adventurism and they were ready to welcome a restored Bourbon monarchy. The crowd continued to roar in approval; Alexander was at his pinnacle.

  “After Bonaparte, Alexander is the greatest historical figure of the era,” wrote Chateaubriand. By 1812, Napoleon had successfully conquered and annexed virtually all of Europe. Only Britain and Russia remained free of his grasp. And then he went for Russia and there suffered a resounding defeat. Now, two years later, the tsar paraded his troops through the streets of the French capital, down the Champs Elysées. “The Agamemnon of the people,” they were calling him. The French offered to change the name of the Bridge of Austerlitz to Alexander Bridge. He declined, saying, “It is enough that it be known that the emperor of Russia has passed over it with his armies.” Clearly, Paris was in the palm of his hand.

  And who was this impressive conqueror, this Tsar Alexander I? At the time, he ruled the world’s largest country, a vast expanse that covered nearly one-seventh of the earth’s habitable surface. For over four centuries Russia had grown at a rate of almost twenty square miles a day. Within that territory lived some 44 million subjects, over whom he ruled as an absolute monarch. “God is master of the universe,” wrote the eighteenth-century Russian historian Ivan Pososhkov. “The tsar is master of his country. In the domain assigned to him he can, like God, create what he wills.” The emperor was the alpha and the omega of his nation’s well-being.

  Some 30,000 troops paraded in Paris that day. It took six hours for the massive assembly to complete its route, which was lined with cheering crowds. The days that followed were a glorious cornucopia of balls, receptions, honors, and state visits. Still, the tsar found time one afternoon to call on the aging widow of his childhood teacher and mentor, Frédéric La Harpe. The two had tea in her humble residence and, before leaving the house, Alexander showered her with gifts.

  Nearly ten weeks after his triumphant entry into Paris, Alexander left France and traveled to England, where he was received almost as enthusiastically. “Your nation has every right to my esteem,” he declared in fluent English. “I have always shown myself a faithful ally of Great Britain, and in peace I shall be her constant friend.” All were enchanted by the handsome, charming monarch, so regal and straight in bearing. His manner was simplicity itself; particularly striking was his habit of inclining his head slightly toward the person with whom he was speaking, conveying an impression of warm sincerity. Actually, the emperor was simply deaf in one ear, the result of his being quartered in childhood close to where the cannons roared to celebrate feast days. The climactic event was the dazzling banquet by the city of London, offered at Guildhall, which, declared the Annual Register, was “a dinner as sumptuous as expense or skill could make it.” Later, in a colorful and traditional ceremony, Oxford University conferred on the tsar a Doctorate of Civil Laws. Seven especially written odes were recited at that occasion: two in Greek, one in Latin, and the remainder in English.

  The festivities and celebrations over, Alexander returned home, following a brief stopover in Holland. Napoleon had been exiled to Elba, and the tsar and other European statesmen now gathered in the glittering Congress of Vienna to define a lasting peace. Over the next seven years, these leaders met repeatedly, as they came to terms with one crisis or another that threatened continental harmony.

  Alexander continued to reign over his vast country, and then, suddenly and quite unexpectedly, having contracted a mysterious illness, he died on November 19, 1825, in Taganrog, a backwater port on the Sea of Azov, in the empire’s remote southernmost reaches. The sovereign was only forty-eight years old. He had always been active and vigorous, in the best of health; his death came as a complete shock to the nation. After an autopsy, the body was embalmed, then slowly transported, through hundreds of towns and villages, back to St. Petersburg for interment in the imperial crypt of the Fortress of St. Peter and St. Paul.

  And herein lies the mystery. Did Alexander really die, as reported? Many believe he did not. But that is not totally surprising, considering the emperor’s relative youth, his strong constitution, and the remote setting of his sudden and unexpected passing. The pages of history contain several accounts of imperial deaths that allegedly did not occur as reported — King Philip of Macedonia and Louis XVII are but two examples. The untimely and singular circumstances of Tsar Alexander’s death are without doubt controversial, riddled with unresolved questions. Despite the presence of qualified physicians at his deathbed, why was the puzzling illness never properly diagnosed? And why did the tsar find himself in such a spot as Taganrog in the first place? Above all, if the death was staged, what led Alexander to resort to such an extreme measure? If he did shed the throne, where did he go and what happened to him? These and scores of other tantalizing questions combine to nurture one of the great mysteries of history, which has come to be known as the Imperial Legend.

  * * *

  TOMSK, SIBERIA: JANUARY 1864. THE INVERTED BOWL of winter pallor, stretching limitlessly across the frozen landscape. hangs heavy in Siberia in January. Communities of skeletal birches blend effortlessly into the white landscape, while heavy pines, burdened by winter’s weight, sag in welcome contrast. Snow, ice, and silence ruthlessly blanket slumbering earth; sighs of spring are yet far off. But breaking the apparent monotony of frozen gray are the not infrequent days of brilliant sunshine and dazzling blue sky — nature’s respite, a gift to a grateful world.

  It was on such a day in 1864 that death hovered over the little wooden cabin in which a frail old man lay on his narrow cot. Shortly after New Year’s, he had come down with a serious fever and taken to his bed. Since then, his condition had deteriorated alarmingly, and with every passing day his breathing grew more labored. To occasional visitors, it was obvious that the fragile figure on the sickbed was not long for this world. The years had been difficult for him. The recently developed stoop in his shoulders seemed to derive as much from the weight of untold spiritual burdens as from his advanced age, for he was in his mid-eighties. The ascetic mode of the old man’s life did little to enhance his health. His was an existence of seclusion and spare diet, of material modesty, meditation, and prayer. Large calluses marked the man’s knees, from the long hours he had spent on the hard wooden floor in prayer.

  He called himself Feodor Kuzmich, but few people believed that was his true name. He never spoke of his past and revealed nothing of his background. He was, however, well-educated and refined in speech, as familiar with Russian history as he was with politics and government, and fluent in at least two languages. His bearing was military, and when meeting strangers he frequently paced the room, as if he were accustomed to giving orders. He was slightly deaf and sometimes bent down, the better to hear the other, which made his stoop appear more pronounced.

  For over twenty years Kuzmich had wandered throughout Siberia, but in 1858 he finally settled on the outskirts of Tomsk, where one of the city’s more prosperous merchants, a certain Simeon Khromov, constructed for him a small hut on his property — “a cell,” it was called. From the beginning, Khromov was enchanted by this remarkable old man — by his piety, manner, and bearing — but above all he was fascinated by the aura of mystery that enveloped him. He was certainly a starets, one of the many genuine ascetic wanderers, penitents who moved about from place to place living off charity and offering support and comfort to those in need — not a spiritual wise man, not a hermit, but more of an untonsured monk. This particular starets was unlike scores of others who found refuge in the Siberian expanse — unfrocked priests, escaped prisoners, fundamentalists, messianic prophets, monks gone wild, or a host of others, insane or on the fringes of lunacy.

  Within a fortnight of taking to bed that January, Kuzmich was refusing all food, sustaining himself on only milk and water. On the nineteenth it became clear that the end was near, and Father Raphael, the abbot of a neighboring monastery, was summoned to hear his confession and to administer the sacraments. In his memoirs, the monk recalls that, following the religious rite, Khromov’s wife approached the sickbed and tearfully asked Kuzmich, “Father, tell us at least the name of your angel^ so we might remember it in our prayers.”

  The dying man shook his head and quietly muttered, “This God knows.”

  An attending Khromov family friend pursued, “Then, Father, at least tell us the names of your parents, so that we might pray for them.”

  “This too is not for you to know.” Kuzmich sighed. “The Holy Church prays for them.” Even on his deathbed, Feodor Kuzmich refused to reveal his identity.^

  Khromov became so concerned about the worsening condition of the starets that he moved into the man’s tiny hut. The next few days passed in relative silence, and then, on the night of January 31, Kuzmich raised his head and announced in a firm, clear voice, “The end is near.” At this point, Khromov recalled, “having prayed to God, I fell on my knees before the starets and said, ‘Bless me. Father, in asking you one important question.’

  “‘Ask it,’ replied Kuzmich, ‘and God will bless you.’

  “ ‘Rumor has it,’ I continued, ‘that you, Father, are none other than Alexander the Blessed. Is that true?’ At these words, the starets crossed himself and replied, “A wondrous inquiry yours is, my friend … there is no secret which does not unlock.’ And thus ended our conversation.”

  Kuzmich awoke briefly and motioned for a candle, which was given him. He held it in a trembling hand for a few fleeting moments and then let it fall. He inhaled one deep breath and then sighed in surrender — “his soul had departed.”

  On February 4, the starets, clad in a simple white shirt of unbleached linen, was interred in the cemetery of Tomsk’s seventeenth-century Bogoroditsko-Alexeyevsk Monastery. Three ranking clergymen officiated at the service, and a large crowd of mourners was in attendance. The grave was unpretentious, eventually enclosed by a small white picket fence, at the four corners of which small cedars were planted. A simple wooden cross was erected at the head, bearing the inscription, “Here lies the body of the Great and Blessed starets Feodor Kuzmich.” Soon thereafter, on the orders of Governor Mertsalov of Tomsk and for reasons unknown, the words “Great and Blessed” were painted over. But in time the weathered paint faded and they became legible again.

  Just as those words defied obliteration, so the rumors that swirled about the life and death of the mysterious recluse refused to die. In the decades that followed, even to this day, the identity of this enigmatic person has remained a puzzle. Historians and commentators of every ilk record vignettes in which Kuzmich, by his words or actions, gave pointed or oblique hints of his past. Some of these anecdotes are on good authority, others are of questionable provenance. But over the years the rumors not only persisted but grew.

  Was the “Great and Blessed” none other than Tsar Alexander I, called “the Blessed”? Is it possible that the Autocrat of All Russia did not really die in 1825 on the remote shores of the Sea of Azov? Could the sovereign have indeed suceeded in engineering his own disappearance by substituting another’s body for interment in the imperial crypt in St. Petersburg?

  The freshly covered grave in the cemetery of that remote Siberian monastery contained the remains of the starets. The man had been a wandering vagabond, penniless and dependent on the goodness of others. Once, he had been arrested and flogged. Sent into exile into the interior of the vast country, he had labored in a vodka distillery and in the gold fields. He had lived out his years in modest, if not primitive, circumstances. Was the humble starets Feodor Kuzmich in fact the beloved tsar? Had Alexander successfully shed the weight of the imperial crown he had felt pressing on him insufferably and realized his declared ambition “to resign my functions and retire from the world”? Could this possibly be the same person who, some fifty years earlier, had paraded his army down the Champs Ely sees after defeating the mighty Napoleon?

  For almost four decades, Kuzmich’s grave remained unchanged, save for the steady growth of the four stately cedar trees. In 1902, State Secretary Galkin-Vraski, acting “on orders from on high,” oversaw the erection of a modest chapel over the grave, and a white marble slab replaced the wooden cross. No documentation has come down to us regarding who commissioned the chapel. There is reason to believe, however, that the order to have it built emanated from no less a personage than Tsar Nicholas II himself. In 1890-91, as the twenty-two-year-old heir to the throne, the tsarevich was sent on a tour of India and Japan. On July 5 and 6, 1891, during his return home through Siberia, Nicholas made a stop in Tomsk, where he visited Bogoroditsko-Alexeyevsk Monastery. Under the darkening sky of a midsummer night, he returned to the monastery and went directly to its cemetery, to the grave of Feodor Kuzmich. There he stood in silence, immersed in deep contemplation. The inscription the young man read on the marble slab before him was identical to that of the original wooden cross. The word “Blessed” stood out poignantly.

  The image of a youthful, bareheaded Nicholas pondering the Siberian grave of an unknown starets conjures up an even more haunting scene. One sees, on March 13, 1826, the solemn funeral procession of Tsar Alexander slowly wending its way through the frigid, windswept streets of St. Petersburg — the muffled drums, the cadence of marching troops, the clatter of horses’ hooves on the cobblestones, the quiet sobbing of the populace, and, walking behind the cortege, the deceased’s brother, another Nicholas — the First — newly acceded to the throne. If Alexander’s death was a fabrication, there is little possibility that the charade could have taken place without his successor’s knowledge. One wonders what thoughts might have passed through the new tsar’s mind as he followed the casket in which, perhaps, lay the earthly remains not of his brother but of some stranger. But for the peace of Russia, and above all for the preservation of the throne’s legitimacy, there was no way that the terrible secret could be divulged. Nobody but the trusted few who were personally involved in the drama could ever know, not even the closest members of the family. The truth must be buried in the cathedral crypt of St. Peter and St. Paul Fortress. And on that March day, after the coffin had been lowered and the tomb sealed. Emperor Nicholas I no doubt took satisfaction in believing that the secret was indeed buried as well.

  Who was this Feodor Kuzmich, and why had he gained such notoriety in the Siberian hinterland? Qualified historians of impeccable credentials have written about him. Grand Duke Nikolai Mikhailovich, for example, chairman of the Imperial Historical Society (granduncle to Nicholas II) and Prince Vladimir Bariatinsky, also of the historical society and an honorary member of Britain’s Royal Society — both men examined firsthand official records of Kuzmich’s presence in Siberia and researched his life. Numerous memoirs about this singular person by contemporary witnesses have also come down to us, as have a collection of stories and anecdotes from secondary sources. For well over a century and a half, the starets has been the subject of speculation and conjecture.

  Even the great novelist Leo Tolstoy took an active interest in the Legend. Researching Kuzmich’s life and Alexander’s death, he intended to develop the Legend into a book, and labored on the subject off and on for over fifteen years. “Feodor Kuzmich captivates me more and more,” reads his diary entry for October 15, 1905. By that time he was well into the subject, but then he abruptly stopped. “Not only shall I not complete it, but I am unable even to continue. Not ever — for I must now prepare myself for the ultimate transition.” And then, in November 1910, he died.

  Before his death, however, Tolstoy wrote to Grand Duke Nikolai Mikhailovich that “whatever was hidden behind the name of the hermit Feodor, the drama of that life is profoundly familial with deep and intimate connections to the national soul. So let historical evidence fail to connect Alexander with Kuzmich, the legend lives in all its beauty and sincerity.”

  In the grand duke’s treatise The Legend of the Death of Alexander I in Siberia in the Person of Feodor Kuzmich, published in 1907, he analyzes for himself the evidence available at the time and then takes a firm stand against the Legend. “Let us hope,” he concludes, “that someday somebody will solve this riddle and determine the true identity of Feodor Kuzmich.” It should be noted, however, that before he was murdered in 1919 by a Bolshevik firing squad, the grand duke had reversed his position and had become a believer in the Legend.

  * * *

  As a young naval officer in 1958 I was briefly stationed in Hamilton, Ontario, not far from where Grand Duchess Olga Alexandrovna lived. She was the sister of Nicholas II, daughter of Alexander III. In early 1920, she and her commoner husband. Colonel Nikolai Kulikovsky, with their two infant sons, managed to escape the Russian revolution. Their journey took them out through the Black Sea, to Belgrade and to Denmark, whence they immigrated to Canada. The couple bought a farm in rural Ontario, and there, with their two sons, lived a life of exile. After the colonel’s death, the grand duchess moved to what is now Mississauga, where she died in 1960.

  I visited Her Imperial Highness on a number of occasions. She and I got along famously, and with the brashness of youth, I asked her scores of questions about Russian history and her own past. With candor and charm she replied patiently to all my inquiries. During our third or fourth meeting, I broached the subject of Feodor Kuzmich. Here she visibly blanched and then declared rather curtly, “In our family Feodor Kuzmich was not a subject for discussion.” I was much taken aback by this frigid and uncharacteristic reaction. A pregnant silence followed, but then she took my hand into hers and, with a touch of a smile, said, “We really didn’t discuss it. But I am old and not long for this world; you are young and apparently have understanding of these things. You should know that we have no doubt that Feodor Kuzmich was the emperor.”

  
    In Russian Orthodox tradition, a person is named after a saint, and the feast day of the chosen patron or “angel” becomes more significant than one’s birthday. Special prayers are said on the feast day. Perhaps Mrs. Khromov intended, after Kuzmich’s death, to pray to his “angel” to intercede for his soul.

    The exchange that took place regarding names was also reported by Khromov and by his daughter, Anna. Neither, however, made mention of confession or the partaking of sacraments. Throughout his Siberian experience, the starets avoided going to confession, presumably to avoid having to divulge his true name.
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  Conspiracy at Mikhailovsky Castle

  ST. PETERSBURG, MARCH 11, 1801. A STEADY MARCH WIND blew in from the Gulf of Finland, relentlessly whipping the darkened, ice-covered streets. The city appeared deserted save for the occasional illuminated window of some sleepless soul. Aside from the group of bundled figures resolutely approaching Mikhailovsky Castle, the city was dead. The heartless wind lashed the faces of the puffing men, penetrating the thickest greatcoats. Even for St. Petersburg, it was an unseasonably bitter night, in addition to being inordinately dark.

  Earlier that evening, the men trudging the empty streets had gathered in the warmth of various homes to share dinner and draw strength from one another’s company — and from the free-flowing brandy. It was an uncommon night in every respect, and certainly theirs was a fateful mission. Their goal: to overthrow the tsar, Paul I. If they were successful, a new and better dawn would break upon the Russian Empire. If they failed, each of them would lose all he held dear, including, in all probability, his life.

  Near eleven o’clock on that night of March 11, the conspirators left their homes and gravitated to the quarters of General Georgy Simeonovich Talyzen, commanding officer of the prestigious Semeonovsky Regiment. Here they held their final assembly, the last of many planning sessions. As the clock ticked closer to the appointed hour, tensions mounted. Some of the men became restless, while others began to have second thoughts and lose their nerve. Count Pyotr Alexeyevich von Pahlen, governor-general of St. Petersburg, called for everyone’s attention and made an impassioned speech that concluded with the words, “Rappelez-vous, messieurs, que pour manger une omelette il faut commencer par casser les oeufs” (Remember, gentlemen, one cannot make an omelette without first breaking the eggs). Glasses were refilled and toasts raised to success. Shortly after midnight, the men gathered themselves into the night and set off for Mikhailovsky Castle and their fateful encounter with the hated emperor.

  But the Autocrat of All Russia, Emperor Paul I, slept on, oblivious to the conspiracy developing outside and the mortal danger about to envelop him. Earlier that day, acting on the advice of his trusted adviser Count Pahlen, he had taken several precautions, including nailing shut the door between his bedroom and that of his mistress, Princess Gagarina. Now the only way into his chamber was through the well-guarded hallway door; he was protected. Shortly after midnight Paul climbed into bed, no doubt feeling as secure as his troubled mind permitted.

  Paul had come to the throne some five years earlier — on the night of November 6, 1796, when his mother, Catherine II, finally expired in an agonizing death. Had the old empress seen her despised son ensconced on the throne, her death throes doubtless would have been all the more tormented. It was the last thing she wanted; more than once she had openly discussed the possibility of passing the throne on to her beloved grandson, Alexander, Paul’s firstborn. Unfortunately, no official manifesto had been issued to that effect, and in the absence of such, Paul wasted little time in assuming his lawful place. Alexander, who was then only nineteen, would have to wait his turn — provided, of course, he survived the intrigues of the Russian court.

  On that dark winter night, Alexander had not yet turned twenty-four. He was a tall, handsome young man who found favor with most everybody — except his father. The tsarevich came from a mixed and complicated lineage: on the one hand, a number who were intelligent and determined, and on the other, some who were unstable, even mentally deformed. The bitter and unpredictable Paul was the son of the formidable and enlightened Catherine, who was the wife of the sickly, quasi-retarded Peter III, grandson of the visionary, strong-willed Peter the Great. Alexander’s inheritance of the diverse genes of these and others of his family was evident in the formation of this complex person. But of all the influences exerted on his development, none was stronger than that of his grandmother.

  Not without reason was Catherine called “the Great,” and in the pantheon of the world’s notable female rulers, she deservedly ranks very high indeed. As a Pomeranian teenager of startling beauty and talent, Catherine had come to Russia by way of a marriage contract to the future tsar Peter III; as a mature woman of confidence and devastating ambition, she came to the Russian throne by way of a coup détat.

  Peter IIPs flash through the pages of Russian history is a web of contradictions. That he was mentally unbalanced is undisputed. That he “had absolutely no resemblance to an emperor,” as one courtier put it, is undeniable. Yet, perhaps despite himself, during his brief reign, he managed to steer Russia on a fresh course. Many of the liberal reforms contemplated and wrought by Catherine and her successors found root in Peter’s legacy. His is a peculiar, complex story.

  In early childhood, young Peter, the Germanic Duke of Holstein-Gottorp, was named successor to the childless king of Sweden, Charles XII, his granduncle. Orphaned in infancy, the boy was brought up by a certain Adolf Brummer, chief steward of the old duke’s household, a coarse, ill-educated person with a barrack-room mentality. In 1741, the thirteen-year-old Peter was shipped off to Stockholm to commence training and a new life. The Lutheran Church warmly embraced the child, as did the Swedish court. In 1741, however, the single-minded Elizaveta Petrovna, Peter’s childless aunt, came to the Russian throne and declared the thirteen-year-old grand duke to be her successor — he was, after all, not only her nephew but the grandson of Peter the Great.

  She wanted the boy for herself. The connection between the Russian imperial family and the German courts had by now become something of a tradition. Peter’s successors and their brothers all married Germans, right through Nicholas II; unquestionably German blood flowed thickly in Romanov veins. The great Russian poet, Alexander Pushkin, delighted in poking fun at the Teutonism of the imperial family. One evening, at a party of friends, he called for a bottle of red wine, several glasses, and a decanter of water. He lined up the glasses in a row and filled the first one to the brim with wine. “This glass,” he announced, “is our glorious Peter the Great; it is pure Russian blood in all its vigour. Observe the rich crimson glow!”


  In the second glass, representing Peter’s successor, he mixed wine and water in equal quantities. In the third, he poured one part wine and three parts water, and continued thus to mix each fresh glass in accordance with the same inverse progression. At the seventh glass, which represented the tsarevich, the future Alexander III, the proportion of wine had become so small (1/64) that the liquid was hardly tinged. Had Pushkin survived to carry out this demonstration during the reign of Nicholas II, the contents of the glass representing the tsar’s son, Tsarevich Alexey, would have been virtually clear — a proportion of 1 part Russian to 256 parts foreign.

  The determined Elizaveta prevailed in her demands that the Swedes surrender Peter, and the youngster was whisked off to St. Petersburg. The painful process of transforming the confused lad from a Lutheran Swede to an Orthodox Russian had a crippling effect on the youngster, who already suffered from instability. As one observer put it, “his mental capacities were limited” — others, more severe, simply judged him retarded. Even in his late teens, he was incapable of falling asleep without the reassuring presence of his doll, a habit that, much to the bewilderment of his bride, he carried into adulthood. As a thirty-three-year-old., Peter was observed at Empress Elizaveta’s funeral procession from time to time purposely falling behind the hearse, only to skip rapidly forward as he watched with amusement the shadows of his flapping coattails.

  Peter was obstinate, neurotic, belligerent, and often quite violent. Even as emperor he was unable to resist infantile satisfaction in silly or grotesque pranks. One story is told of how he personally captured a rat that had the misfortune of being seen nibbling at the battlements of a paper castle that sat on the imperial desk. The captor convened a formal court of justice and the unhappy rodent was brought before a council of solemn judges. Three doubtless embarrassed courtiers had been detailed to assume the roles, and at the appropriate moment they delivered the required verdict. Peter brought the bizarre charade to a close by donning an executioner’s mask and personally decapitating the offending animal.

  Physically, the boy was unattractive, and people commented, sometimes openly, on how homely he was — some even going so far as to describe him as “repugnant.” His aunt, Elizaveta, once noted that she had heard him called “a scarecrow.” In any event, from the moment of his arrival back in St. Petersburg, Peter resisted Russification, looking with equal scorn on the Orthodox Church and the Russian court. To everyone’s dismay, Peter took as his role model Frederick the Great of Prussia, thus exacerbating the burgeoning estrangement of the grand duke from the world about him. He seemed to find security and solace in the company of his rough-hewn Holstein troops, whom he delighted in drilling and parading. At age sixteen he was married off to the charming and highly intelligent fifteen-year-old Princess Sophia von Arnhalt-Zerbst, the future Catherine the Great. (Foreign-born Russian empresses went through the ritual of Orthodox baptism and in the process acquired new names.) From the beginning Peter treated her with boorish scorn. On one occasion he blatantly announced that he had no use for her; he toyed with the idea of having her locked up in a convent. For the young Pomeranian princess, the initial years in her newly adopted country proved confusing, boring, and humiliating. The union brought neither party anything of the fulfillment and joy they had been led to expect. Peter’s attention soon gravitated to some of the royal courtesans, particularly to Countess Elizaveta Vorontsova, who openly became his mistress. This limited and impulsive woman was given to drink, for which Peter himself quickly developed a lifelong predilection. While the grand duke cavorted with his homely, largely useless mistress, Catherine bided her time in the confines of her quarters. She took refuge in the works of Voltaire, Rousseau, and Montesquieu, and in the study of the Russian language and history. Through his outrageous behavior, the grand duke soon found himself virtually ostracized by St. Petersburg society. The disillusioned Empress Elizaveta came to lament her choice of heir — “my nephew is a monster!” she once exclaimed. That she contemplated setting Peter aside in favor of his son Paul was a poorly held secret. She died, however, before any legal arrangement for succession had been made. In all fairness, it must be noted that much of what we know about Peter comes to us through Catherine’s own memoirs and those of her courtiers. In fact, it could legitimately be argued that the negative remarks about Peter that pervade these sources were inserted to justify the coup against him.

  Peter’s reign lasted all of 197 days.1” During that brief period, however, certain decisive developments took place that proved critical to the country’s evolution. The nobility, for example, was exempted from military service and awarded privileges of property ownership, including that of serfs. A significant segment of society was thereby freed from the monarch’s rigid control, and from this change an intelligentsia flowered, whose influence eventually had a profound effect on the country’s intellectual and political development. But as the nobles rose in stature, the serfs fell into even greater misery. A series of laws were promulgated that further removed certain rights and defined additional obligations; serfdom became more fully entrenched. The Secret Chancellery — a dread police force that operated through terror in search of subversives — was abolished in favor of legally defined structures; the law began to grow into a legitimate force. The sect of Old Believers was granted freedom from persecution and given lands in Siberia. For generations, these people had resisted the church reforms introduced in the mid-seventeenth century. The dawn of religious toleration thus came to be in Russia. It might rightly be said that many of Catherine’s social and political reforms and those of her successors emanated from Peter’s manifestos.

  In foreign affairs, Peter abruptly reversed the traditional thrust of Russian policy. Through the better part of the eighteenth century, and particularly in the wars immediately preceding his accession, Prussia had been the implacable enemy. For Peter, however, Prussia and its king were much to be admired, if not faultless. To the dismay of his ministers and councillors, Peter abruptly allied his country with that Germanic state, forsook the hard-won gains made during the Seven Years’ War, and lined himself up against his former allies. On another front, to appease his Holstein friends, he initiated preparations for a war against Denmark. The precipitous turn of Peter’s foreign policy, and the impossible quirks of his irascible and unpredictable character, fueled blossoming opposition. Before long a group of prominent leaders of St. Petersburg society came together, motivated by their disdain of the tsar but also linked by a common bond: they were all admirers of Catherine, and more than one had shared her bed. Catherine’s fondness for attractive young men was passionate, and her sexual appetites seemingly insatiable.

  On the night of June 28, 1762, a palace coup occurred by which Peter was forced to sign an act of abdication. Eight-year-old Paul, the legitimate heir to the throne, was simply passed over in favor of his mother. The daring event was planned and launched with determined efficiency by Catherine’s admiring friends; she herself carefully refrained from appearing to lead any opposition movement — at least initially. Eight days before the forced abdication, Peter, who was at his palace of Oranienbaum, some twenty-five miles from the capital, had received warning that a coup was in the making. Relying on the loyalty of his army — certainly that of his personal regiments — the threatened tsar order the erection of barricades to protect the center of government within the city. As he set out to return to the capital, Catherine declared herself openly by leading to the Winter Palace a detachment of troops faithful to her. The palace was quickly taken and the seat of Peter’s government collapsed. The defeated tsar reluctantly agreed to retire to a monastery. After a few days languishing in the fortress of Ropsha, the unfortunate man “suffered another of his habitual hemorrhoidal attacks, together with violent colic.” The court records went on to explain laconically, “To our great sadness we receive news that God’s will had put an end to his life.” In reality, his life had been extinguished by a combination of poison and human hands, probably those of Alexis Orlov, who together with his friends not long thereafter lined up to receive rewards from a grateful newly declared empress. Two months later, on the night of September 18, in Moscow, young Paul was hustled out of bed and carried, in the arms of his tutor. Count Panin, to the Uspensky Cathedral at the center of the Kremlin, where he witnessed the coronation of his mother, Catherine, as empress of Russia. The ambitious and unscrupulous woman had managed to wrest the throne from her young son. “Thou, my Lord and God,” she intoned in prayer, “instruct me in the work Thou hast assigned to me. Send me understanding and guidance in this great service. Let the wisdom which dwells at Thy throne be with me.” Such was the solemn oath; nothing about observing the fundamental laws and no promises to anyone or for anything.

  Some eighteen years earlier, when the teenage Catherine had first arrived in Russia, her aunt the Empress Elizaveta had taken her in hand. The tsarina had but one interest in Peter’s charming wife, and that was the service she might provide Russia by the delivery of a son for future succession. As noted, the relations between Peter and Catherine were anything but loving, and the conjugal bed for years continued pristine. However, after ten years, Catherine suddenly announced to a thunderstruck capital that she was with child. Whether the pregnancy resulted from a miraculous reversal of the impotence everyone assumed of Peter, or from a liaison with the wildly handsome Serge Saltykov, is a matter of historical conjecture. In any event, within minutes of Paul’s birth the newly arrived infant was whisked away by the ecstatic empress, leaving Catherine abandoned and in frustrated isolation. Baby Paul was sequestered by Elizaveta, who initially smothered him in motherly attention and reared him as she judged best. Catherine herself had nothing to do with the infant’s upbringing, and in fact did not lay eyes on the child until he was six! Even then, she was granted only a weekly visit; mother and son were strangers to one another, and they remained so for the balance of their lives.

  During Catherine’s thirty-four-year reign, from 1762 to 1796, Russia underwent profound changes. In a move to replenish the imperial treasury that had been emptied by her aunt, the new empress secularized church property — nearly a third of the country’s land and serfs. The clergy thus lost what power it held and was reduced to a corps of minor, state-paid functionaries. The funds Catherine now had at her disposal enabled her to execute a variety of educational and cultural projects. The national school system was overhauled and expanded; universities, technical colleges, and libraries were established, as was the Academy of Science. Catherine was an avid collector of paintings, sculpture, jewelry, and other works of art, and her countless acquisitions eventually formed the basis of the Hermitage museum. Music, theater, and the arts blossomed, and Catherine’s court was as brilliant as any in Europe. Together these measures led to the development of an intelligentsia, which within a few decades would be clamoring for further liberal reforms.

  Even before her accession, Catherine had dreamed of emancipating the serfs. This vast segment of the population propelled the country’s agricultural output, which accounted for ninety-five percent of the economy. Serfs were permanently attached to the land, and a nobleman’s wealth was measured not in the acreage he possessed but in the number of “souls” he owned. Upon coming to the throne, however, the empress quickly realized that she required the support of the nobles and that they would never tolerate emancipation, which would mean the loss of their own means of support. However determined she was to implement the teachings of the French Enlightenment, Catherine’s indebtedness to the nobility for bringing her to the throne prevented her from acting forcefully as she doubtless would have. Liberating the serfs would have to wait another day.*

  In the area of local government, Catherine created new administrative systems that survived until the fall of the monarchy in 1917. The country’s large administrative units established by Peter the Great were divided into smaller components, and greater autonomy was granted them. A hierarchy of provincial officials was established with precisely defined responsibilities. The justice system came under local authority, and certain of its officials came to office by election. Towns and cities received greater freedom in managing their affairs, really the beginning of self-government.

  Under Catherine, two wars were fought with Turkey and one with Sweden; the Russian Empire expanded some 200,000 square miles, incorporating Lithuania, major sections of Poland and the Ukraine, and other formerly independent territories. Most important, the north shore of the Black Sea and the Crimea became Russian, and now a gateway was opened to the Bosphorus and westward, into the Mediterranean. By the time of her death, Catherine had so expanded her empire and strengthened the military that Russia had become one of modern Europe’s superpowers.

  The intelligence, vision, and energy of the Empress Catherine were all traits that her son Paul appeared to lack. After the first years of heartache, of being denied the comfort and joy of having her son at her side, Catherine all but forgot the child. As the infant grew, he developed from an attractive lad into a sickly, puny youth, tormented and, some say, resembling his putative father. He had the same clumsy movements, nervous tics, and staccato voice. The initial enthusiasm the newly crowned empress had for the duties of motherhood soon waned, and the youngster’s daily care was entrusted to tutors, maids, and nannies. The boy was coddled, subjected to oppressive ministrations, and fed a peculiar folk diet. He grew up a fragile, whimpering child, often sick and frightened. By late adolescence, however, through the dedicated attention of the enlightened Count Panin, Paul had received a rounded education. Years later a French courtier wrote of Paul, “His conversation, and everything he said that I can recall, revealed not only an extremely penetrating and very educated mind, but also a subtle understanding of all nuances of our customs and all the subtleties of our language.”

  Catherine greatly admired physical beauty in males; she found none in Paul. He had bulging eyes and a wild expression; his nose was ugly, and his morose and distrustful bulldog features twitched uncontrollably. The peculiar circumstances of his early upbringing, the tenderness he never knew, and his own sense of unworthiness combined to make him distinctly unlovable. Catherine certainly displayed no affection for her dull and introverted child. In fact, she found him somewhat repulsive. “Why do children so often resemble their fathers,” she asked, “when it would be better to resemble their mothers? This is not common sense: Mother Nature is often a blockhead!”

  As the years passed, Catherine became increasingly aware of her maturing son — for all the wrong reasons. As long as he lived, no one else would rule the Russian Empire. She determined that Paul would grow up in her shadow, educated but submissive — a possible successor but not a rival. Russia at the time, it must be noted, had no law of primogeniture, and the throne passed on by the will of the monarch. Thus the succession became a series of palace revolutions — in one thirty-year period no fewer than seven rulers governed Russia. “Le trône russe n’est pas possessif; il est occupatif” (The Russian throne is not inherited; it is occupied), quipped Frederick the Great. Paul’s father had left no will. Nevertheless, in the eyes of many citizens, his son’s legitimacy to the throne was significantly more substantial than was Catherine’s. At the time of Peter’s murder, Paul was, as noted, still a young child, and the expectation by many was that Catherine would rule temporarily as regent. It soon became evident, however, that the ambitious empress’s intentions were none other than to enjoy the autocratic throne of Russia until she died.

  At nineteen, Paul was presented with a bride. Whatever else he might be or become, the grand duke remained the dynastic implement for succession.
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