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CHAPTER TWO

The Tsarevich Nicholas

evich and, later, Tsar. He was the oldest of four sons, but by a series

of mishaps, he was denied the support which brothers could give a
reigning monarch. One of these brothers, a little prince named Alex-
ander, had died in infancy. The next, George, was Nicholas’s closest
boyhood companion. Throughout their childhood Nicholas admired
George’s sparkling humor, and whenever his brother cracked a joke,
the Tsarevich carefully wrote it down and filed it away in a box. Years
later when Nicholas was heard laughing alone in his study, he would
be found rereading his collection of George’s jokes. Unhappily, in
adolescence George developed tuberculosis and was sent to live in the
high, sun-swept mountains of the Caucasus. The youngest brother,
Michael, was ten years younger than Nicholas, too young ever to
become a serious companion to the Tsarevich.

Although the palace at Gatchina had nine hundred rooms, Nicholas
and his brothers and sisters were brought up in spartan simplicity.
Every morning, Alexander III arose at seven, washed in cold water,
dressed in peasant’s clothes, made himself a pot of coffee and sat
down at his desk. Later when Marie was up, she joined him for a
breakfast of rye bread and boiled eggs. The children slept on simple
army cots with hard pillows, took cold baths in the morning and ate
porridge for breakfast. At lunch when they joined their parents, there
was plenty of food, but as they were served last after all the guests
and still had to leave the table when their father rose, they often went
hungry. Ravenous, Nicholas once attacked the hollow gold cross
filled with beeswax which he had been given at baptism; embedded
in the wax was a tiny fragment of the True Cross. “Nicky was so
hungry that he opened his cross and ate the contents—relic and all,”
recalled his sister Olga. “Later he felt ashamed of himself but ad-
mitted that it had tasted ‘immorally good.’” The children ate more
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fully when they dined alone, although these meals without their
parents’ presence often turned into unmanageahle free-for-alls, with
brothers and sisters pelting one another across the table with pieces
of bread.

Nicholas was educated by tutors. There were language tutors, his-
tory tutors, geography tutors and a whiskered dancing tutor who wore
white gloves and insisted that a huge pot of fresh flowers always be
placed on his accompanist’s piano. Of all the tutors, however, the
most important was Constantine Petrovich Pobedonostsev. A bril-
liant philosopher of reaction, Pobedonostsev has been called “The
High Priest of Social Stagnation” and “the dominant and most baleful
influence of the [last] reign.” A wizened, balding man with coldly
ascetic eyes staring out through steel-rimmed glasses, he first came to

rominence when as a jurist at Moscow University he wrote a
celebrated three-volume text on Russian law. He became a tutor to
the children of Tsar Alexander 11, and, as a young man, Alexander I1I
was his faithful, believing pupil. When Alexander mounted the throne,
Pobedonostsev already held the office of Procurator of the Holy
Synod, or lay head of the Russian Orthodox Church. In addition, he
assumed the tutorship of the new Tsarevich, Nicholas.

Pobedonostsev’s brilliant mind was steeped in nationalism and
bigotry.' He took a misanthropic Hobbesian view of man in general.
Slavs in particular he described as sluggish and lazy, requiring strong
leadership, while Russia, he said, was “an icy desert and an abode
of the ‘Bad Man.” Believing that national unity was essential to
the survival of this sprawling, multi-racial empire, he insisted on the
absolute authority of Russia’s two great unifying institutions: the

ocracy and the Orthodox Church. He insisted that opposition to
them be ruthlessly crushed. He opposcd all reforms, which he
called “this whole bazaar of projects . . . this noise of cheap and
shallow ecstasies.” He regarded a constitution as “a fundamental
evil,” a frec press as an “instrument of mass corruption” and universal
suffrage as “a fatal error.” But most of all Pobedonostsev hated parlia-
ments.

“Among the falsest of political principles,” he declared, “is the
principle of the sovereignty of the people .. which has unhappily
infatuated certain foolish Russians. . . . Parliament is an institution
serving for the satisfaction of the personal ambition, vanity, and
self-interest of its members. The institution of Parliament is indeed
one of the greatest illustrations of human delusion. . . . Providence
has preserved our Russia, with its heterogeneous racial composition,
from like misfortunes. It is terrible to think of our condition if
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his train left Moscow in a different direction. Six other attempts were
made, and on March 13, 188 1—ironically, only a few hours after the
Tsar had approved the establishment of a national representative body
to advise on legislation——the assassins succeeded. As his carriage rolled
through the streets of St. Petersburg, a bomb, thrown from the side-
walk, sailed under it. The explosion shattered the vehicle and wounded
his horses, his equerries and one of his Cossack escorts, but the
Tsar himself was unhurt. Stepping from the splintered carriage,
Alexander II spoke to the wounded men and even asked gently about
the bomb thrower, who had been arrested. Just then a second assassin
ran up, shouting, “It is too early to thank God,” and threw a second
bomb directly between the Tsar’s feet. In the sheet of flame and
metal Alexander II's legs were torn away, his stomach ripped open,
his face mutilated. Still alive and conscious, he whispered, “To the
ce, to die there.” What remained of him was picked up and
carried into the Winter Palace, leaving a trail of thick drops of black
blood up the marble stairs. Unconscious, he was laid on the couch, his
right leg torn off, his left leg shattered, one eye closed, the other
open but vacant. One after another, the horrified members of the
Imperial family crowded into the room. Nicholas, aged thirteen,
wearing 2 blue sailor suit, came in deathly pale and watched from
the end of the “bed. His mother, who had been ice-skating, arrived
still clutching her skates. At the window looking out stood his father,
the Heir Apparent, his broad shoulders hunched and shaking, his
fists clenching and unclenching. “The Emperor is dead,” announced
the surgeon, letting go of the blood-covered wrist. The new Tsar,
Alexander III, nodded grimly and motioned to his wife. Together
they walked out of the palace, now surrounded by guardsmen of
the Preobrajensky Regiment with bayonets fixed. He stood for a
moment, saluting, then jumped into his carriage and drove away
“accompanied by a whole regiment of Don Cossacks, in attack forma-
tion, their red lances shining brightly in the last rays of a crimson
March sunset.” In his accession manifesto, Alexander III proclaimed
that he would rule “with faith in the power and right of autocracy.”
For the thirteen years of his father’s reign, Nicholas saw Russia ruled
according to the theories of Pobedonostsev.

palace,

was a slender youth of five feet seven
inches, with his father’s square, open face and his mother’s expressive
eyes and magnetic personal charm. His own best qualities were gentle—
ness, kindliness and friendliness. “Nicky smiled his usual tender, shys

Nicholas, at twenty-one,
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eantry and history fascinated him all his life, and no title meant
more to him than the rank of colonel awarded him by his father.

At nineteen, Nicholas was given command of a squadron of Horse
Guards and went with them to Krasnoe Selo, the great military camp
outside St. Petersburg used by regiments of the Imperial Guard for
summer maneuvers. Installed in a private bungalow with a bedroom,
srudy, dining room and a balcony overlooking a small garden, he
lived the pleasant, mindless existence of any wealthy aristocratic
young Russian officer. He participated fully in the life and chatter of
the messrooms and his modesty made him popular among his fellow
officers. -

“I am happier than I can say to have joined the army and every day
I become more and more used to camp life,” he wrote to his mother,
]:?mp'ress Marie. “Each day we drill twice—there is either target prac-
tice in the morning and battalion drill in the evening or the other way
rpund—battalion drill in the morning and target practice in the eve-
ning. . . . We have lunch at 12 o’clock and dine at 8, with siesta and
tea in between. The dinners are very merry; they feed us well. After

meals, the officers . . . play billiards, skittles, cards or dominoes.”

The Empress worried that the eager subaltern would forget that he
was also the Tsarevich. “Never forget that everyone’s eyes :are turned
on you now, waiting to see what your first independent steps in life
will be,” she wrote. “Always be polite and courteous with everybody
so that you get along with all your comrades without discrimination,
although without too much familiarity or intimacy, and #ever listen to
flatterers.”

I\licholas wrote back dutifully, “T will always try to follow your
advice, my dearest darling Mama. One has to be cautious with every-
body at the start.” But to his diary he confided more fully: “We got
.stewed,” “tasted six sorts of Port and got a bit soused,” “we wallowed
in the grass and drank,” “felt owlish,” “the officers carried me out.”

It was as a young officer in the spring of 1890 that Nicholas first met
2 seventeen-year-old dancer in the Imperial Ballet, Mathilde Ksches-
sinska. A small, vivacious girl with a supple body, a full bosom, an
arched neck, dark curls and merry eyes, Kschessinska had been riéor—
pusly schooled in ballet for ten years and in 1890 was the best dancer
in her graduating class. By chance, that year the entire Imperial family
attended the graduation performance and supper.

In her rnemoirs, Kschessinska recalled the arrival of Tsar Alexander
lII, towering over everyone else and calling in a loud voice, “Where
15 Kschessinska?” When the tiny girl was presented to him, he took
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her hand and said to her warmly, “Be the glory and adornment of our
ballet.” At supper, the Tsar first sat next to Mathilde; then he moved
and his place was taken by the Tsarevich. When Kschessinska looked
at Nicholas, she wrote, “in both our hearts an attraction had been
born impelling us irresistibly towards each other.” Nicholas’s entry
in his diary that night was more laconic: “We went to see the per-
formance at the Theatre School. Saw a short play and a ballet. De-
lightful. Supper with the pupils.”

From that moment, Kschessinska struggled to put herself in
Nicholas’s line of vision. Knowing that Nicholas and his sister Xenia
often stood on a high stone balustrade of the Anitchkov Palace watch-

Prospect, Kschessinska strolled past the

ing passers-by on the Nevsky
building every day. In May, on Nicholas’s birthday, she decorated her

room with little white, blue and red Russian flags. That summer she
was selected to join the troupe which danced in the wooden theatre
for officers at Krasnoe Selo, where the Tsarevich was on duty with the
Guards. He came every day to watch Kschessinska’s performance.
Once when Tsar Alexander III saw them talking, he said to her with
a smile, “Ah, you must have been flirting.”

As the Tsarevich and the dancer were never alone, the romance
that summer did not go beyond flirting. “I thought that, without being
in love with me, he did feel a certain affection for me, and I gave my-
self up to my dreams,” she wrote. “1 like Kschessinska very much,”
Nicholas admitted to his diary. A few days later he wrote, “Gossiped
at her window with lictle Kschessinska.” And just before leaving the
camp, he added, “After lunch, went for the last time to the dear lictle
theatre at Krasnoe Selo. Said goodbye to Kschessinska.”

Nicholas did not see Mathilde again for almost a year. In Ocotober
1890, he set out with his brother George on a nine-month cruise
which took them from the Mediterranean Sea through the Suez Canal
to India and Japan. In George’s case, his parents prayed that the
weeks at sea in warm sunshine and salt air would clear his congested
lungs. For Nicholas, they intended a royal grand tour, an education in
diplomatic niceties and an interval which would help the Tsarevich

forget the young women who had begun to complicate his life.

Kschessinska was not the only one. Nicholas found the dancer
appealing; she was close at hand; she was pretty; and she was letting
him know in every way possible how much she liked him. But his
feelings for a tall, golden—haired German Pprincess, Alix of Hesse,
were more serious. Princess Alix was a younger sister of Grand
Duchess Elizabeth, the twenty-five-year-old wife of Nicholas’s uncle
Grand Duke Serge. Elizabeth, called Ella, was a gay young woman
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only wish is that nothing can be said against you and for you to leave
a good impression with everybody cverywhere.”

George suffered in the Indian heat. His cough persisted and he
developed a constant fever. To his great disappointment, his father
and mother ordered him to break off the tour. When the Pamziat Azova
sailed from Bombay, George left on a destroyer in the opposite direc-

tion to return to his quiet life in the Caucasus.

Nicholas continued eastward, stopping in Colombo, Singapore,
Batavia and in Bangkok, where he called on the King of Siam. He
went on to Saigon and Hong Kong, and arrived in Japan just as the
cherry trees were blooming in Tokyo parks. He visited Nagasaki and
Kyoto and he was passing through the to £ Otsu when his tour—
and his life—nearly came to an abrupt end. Suddenly on 2 street a
Japanese jumped at him swinging a sword. The blade, aimed at his
head, glanced off his forehead, bringing 2 gush of blood but failing to

d time, but Prince George of
d the blow with his cane.

bite deep- The assassin swung a secon
Greece forcefully parrie
have never been clear. Nicholas, although he
fFered headaches in

The assailant’s motives

bore a scar for the rest of his life and sometimes Su
that part of his skull, gave no exp]anation. Two stories, both largely
rumor, have been offered. One attributes the assault to 2 fanatic out-
raged by the supposedly disrespectful behavior of Nicholas and his
companions in a Japanese temple. The other describes it as the jealous
lunge of 2 Samurai whose wife had received the Tsarevich’s attention.
The episodc terminated the visit, and Alexander 111 telegraphcd his
son to return home immediately. Thereafter, Nicholas never liked
Japan and customarily referred to most Japanese as “monkeys.” A
subsequent entry in his diary reads, “1 received the Swedish minister
and the )apanese monkey, the chargé d’affaires, who brought me 2
letter, 2 portrait and an ancient armor from Her Majesty [the Empress

. of ]apanl."’

On his way home, Nicholas stopped in Vladivostock long enough
to lay the first stone of the eastern terminus of the Trans-Siberian
Railway. He found Vladivostock a desolate frontier town of muddy,
unpaved streets, Open SEWers, unpainted wooden houses and clusters
of mud—plastercd straw huts inhabited by Chinese and Koreans. On
May 31, 1892, he attended an outdoor religious

service swept by cold
Siberian winds. He wielded a shovel to fill a wheelbarrow with dirt,
trundled it along for several yards and emptied it down an embank-
ment of the future railroad. Soon after, he graspe

d a trowel and
cemented into place the first stone of the Vladivostock passenger
station.
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L o thea.tht/ first, they rendezvoused secretlyaiial: began to see
her father’s homaf; L{ijter, the Tsarevich began to call Z:l;l\%es A the
cousins, Grand Dl‘lk Susally, he brought with him three g i
Rschessinska secved :;e ;rge, George and Alexander Mikh};ﬁ‘;t}}f;lll
tened whil oung men her father’s ch VIC_ g
Mathilde W::nihtf)y hSang songs from Russian Ge(fr E;Z)pa(;‘gne and lis-
e ret € race track and sat just oppositegth'e I H Sl'lnda}’s,
vich b tw: ceive a bouquet of flowers, del mperial box,
. l&i i <: fellow officers of the Guards , delivered for the Tsare-
icholas’s affection for K : s
S rold b ; schessinska gre
io%ving S:;:lztr stu:ded with diamonds andga l‘:r;tercs):ge;' he gave her
i }.“\thoeln Kschessinska returned to the mi,li)tai.re' ;‘rhe fol-
Boorn. talkin, o as came often to rehearsals, sitting i t}: ‘ eatrcf r
Nicholas camg f] il the rehearsal began. After tl‘i:‘ i e amsiig
gether they Seet (;fr Kschessinska, driving his own troe'kperlf\olrmance’
off on starlit rid . ika. Alone to-
the great plai es, galloping through
Rie the }_)1_ Sa‘;esfcfl;izr;oz S(;lo. Sometimes, after t%ies::hzlts)i‘)z:jdotzv ‘e
ed after : -strrin
B s caid of thy supper until dawn g
t summer of 18 - : :
Beeded a plac T O koga, Kschessinska deci
B i “I; g:ﬁe;idhetp own. “Though he did not openTCIie]d tilat sh’e
Miered by her annoit the Tsarevich shared this wishy’v Hee“tlpn hrt, )
R ol ncement, asked whether she . Lol
nothing about th“:\;er marry her. Mathilde replied Utf;:ftertlc:od o
s Fre v uture and wished only to seize wh il
as offering her. Soon after, she rente:iv ateVelrl ey
’ a small two-

story house in St. P
Korsakov. etersburg, owned by the composer Rimsk
y—

When her house was read Vi
| i rea_y, I\lcnolas celebrated the i
R 'lghereafteroil}(]a servrc‘e‘ of eight small gold glass};:lisiwdrm"ng
. e O’n he said, we led a quiet, retiring life ’? Ia\lT e
e orseback in time for supper. Th : lCh'OIaS
y the three yvoung Grand Dukes .an t‘;y gdwe s
, another dancer or

two and a t
en :
e d:]{” plffwhom Nicholas was fond. After
l .
Nicholas meangw;l'ill stmuosphere! the company pla escli] b
nominated a membelre' Eor;]thed his functions at cou)i't “Iai(l:cara[t).
; of the Fi ) . ave been
point. “A or nance Committee,”
eat tee,” h
members ofg this ?Onf’r, but not much pleasure , CIWrote i
nstitution; I admi .« . . I received si
mit that I nev SIX
er sus

ence.” He b
€came 1 e s .
starving in a famil—,(f)refjldc“t of a committee to aid tli’ro(;ted e
i a :
donating substanti ; fﬂ he worked hard at the job, raisi e who were
al funds of his own. His relati(; Slr.lghmoney and
ns with his fath
er

pper, in “an







