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  REVOLUTIONARY DAYS


  


  


  


  To my husband


  this modest tale of our adventures is dedicated


  
    A WORD TO THE READER

  


  These pages merely contain my personal recollections of what occurred around me from the beginning of the war until our departure from home. There is no pretense to literary merit, and I do not aspire to present one political party in a more advantageous light than I do the others. In each group I noticed many a loyal patriot trying to stem the fatal flood; and everywhere there was much suffering.


  Recent Russian history has been so startling, and so weighted with importance for us, that all I saw and heard fixed itself in my mind. I venture, therefore, to believe I have made few, if any, misstatements; though I have had no documents at hand to use for verifying what I wrote.


  One or two tales, such as the account of the Empress’s arrest, came to me in a round-about way; but nearly everything I have described either happened in my presence and my neighborhood or was told me by some one of the people who took part in the scene. I have endeavored to repeat exactly and simply all such information.


  Originally I intended to write only for my children; but I was tempted to publish, at the suggestion of a few friends, and by the generous offer of space in The Saturday Evening Post for a series of articles which appeared recently. They are in part reproduced here by the courtesy of that distinguished journal.


  I am glad to take this occasion to thank those who helped me by their kind interest; most especially Mr. George H. Lorimer, Editor of The Saturday Evening Post; also to say that I have been deeply touched by the many beautiful letters which have come to me from both my Russian and American compatriots, who found time to read and to praise my very modest work. Because of this I have felt encouraged to present to the public this volume.


  


  THE AUTHOR.


  “The Acasias,” Sarasota, Florida.


  January, 1919.


  
    CHAPTER I


    THE KNELL OF AUTOCRACY

  


  For July 25, 1914, Saturday evening, a gala performance of the Imperial ballet was “commanded” in the quaint theater of our military camp at Kracnoe-Celo. By the Russian-Greek calendar it was July 12, but for the convenience of my readers I have translated the dating throughout this book to conform with Western practice. Since the time of the great Peter, the guard regiments of Russian autocrats have summered here; and this night, for the last event of the season, the pretty playhouse and garden were illuminated and decorated with flags: our own and the French. The latter were a remaining tribute to our allies, who had left us a few days previously after a lengthy visit. We had feted them with enthusiasm, offering them dinners, parades, theatricals and races. There had been manoeuvers also; while with speeches and conferences the serious business was done, leaving each party delighted with the other. Satisfaction in the past, hope for the future, showed on all faces, now that Poincare and the brilliant Viviani were on their homeward route across the Northern Sea; and we breathed easily in the sense of relaxation from ceremonious functions. We expected this evening to be one of unalloyed, informal pleasure.


  A few friends dined at our camp-cottage; and in the party some diplomats, come down from town, brought us the unexpected news which we called “sensational and exaggerated” — of an agitated stock exchange, an anxious Foreign Office, complications with Vienna, and a possible crisis that might mean war. This set us all speculating, though we treated the subject with only passive interest. Troubles with Vienna were chronic; and we had been on the verge of war a dozen times. We even felt humiliation, remembering how some years before we had been obliged to swallow the insult of the Bosnia and Herzegovina annexation by Austria, without a gesture of protest. After dinner my husband, who had been on the point of starting for a business trip to our estates, gave up his plan and his leave of absence, and joined our party for the theater. This was the first indication I saw that he regarded the table-talk with any seriousness; though even now he gave only his curiosity as a reason for deferring his trip, by way of explanation to our guests.


  As we reached the theater, laughter and pretty clothes were our first impression, and we found the usual gay groups of officers, court functionaries and women standing about on the wide piazzas. Only, tonight faces were more excited than ordinarily, and discussions more animated. All the conversations were on the same new subject that had occupied our thoughts since dinner. Here, too, had come the visitors from town with their gossip.


  The bell rang and interrupted comment, and we entered to find our places, and to stand near them until the Emperor came in, followed by his court and the functionaries of the camp on duty; at their head the Grand Duke Nicolas Nicolaiovitch, commander of the Imperial Guard and of the camp. Amid a great noise of spurs and sabres, the Sovereign having seated himself, with the Grand Duke on his left, the whole house did likewise. The orchestra played its best under the Imperial eye, and the curtain rose at once on one of the favorite fairy-tale ballets, of which we Russians never tire.


  The Emperor looked pleased and at rest, and seemed really to enjoy the scene before him. He loved to get away from forms and ceremonies; and this night, in the simple surroundings of our military camp, his shyness found relief from the duties connected with his rank. The effort of the French visit was ended, and the face I saw — when from time to time it was turned towards his splendid neighbor — bore no trace or shadow of anxiety for the future.


  It would be difficult to find two faces more completely contrasted than those of the two Nicolas Romanoffs — our Emperor and his second cousin. The latter, in the small, stocky form beside him, evidently saw not only the person of a revered Sovereign, but also the embodiment of ideals of which he had made a second religion. As I looked at the two, the childish, charming appeal for sympathy with his pleasure, expressed in the eyes and smile of the younger man, and the answering gleam of devotion and respect in the proud old face, struck me forcibly.


  Quite evidently the political news we had heard had not yet reached the Sovereign’s ear, or else had not impressed him, for his brow showed no trace of pre-occupation other than that of interest in and appreciation of the pretty “ballerines,” who danced and posed for his approval. In the light of later events, I am inclined to think this act of ballet was the last hour of careless enjoyment our Emperor ever knew; and I am glad the deep preoccupation, which at that moment clouded his companion’s distinguished features, seemed not to strike the younger man. Afterwards I learned that Cantacuzene’s trip had been given up at a telephoned word from the Grand Duke, who all that afternoon had been following the international news with keen realization of its weight.


  Towards the end of the first act, a slight movement marked the arrival of M. Sazonoff, Minister of Foreign Affairs, who quietly joined his colleagues in the front of the audience. It was so unusual for a member of the cabinet to be late when the Sovereign was present at a fete, that it at once set us whispering, and gave color to the reports of the early evening; especially as the man looked weary, and was quite evidently consulting with his neighbors on either side. All three were oblivious of the scenery and motions of the ballet. The act ended; everyone rose; and the Emperor, recognizing a face here and there, left the hall, which at once emptied itself on to the piazzas.


  More curious than ever was the crowd; and when, after a few moments’ conversation with Sazonoff, the Emperor ordered out his motors, and the whole cabinet followed his Majesty to the small palace he occupied in camp, we had reached the bursting point of excitement. All the diplomats present felt they wanted to return to town and send cipher messages to their capitals; and the military element became intensely anxious to leave our frivolous surroundings, and to spend the night at offices and barracks, in case orders must be received or given suddenly. So we departed from the building, where, alas, there will never again be such a meeting. What happened to the poor “ballerines” I have no idea; but I fancy they must have finished their performance to an empty house, and pined over their lost opportunity of winning Imperial favor.


  The news Sazonoff gave the Emperor was of so serious a nature that a council of ministers was called at once, the Sovereign presiding in person. There it was decided what line of conduct the Foreign Minister was to take; to what extent he could count on being seconded by the Departments of the Army and Navy; and what was the condition of those two arms of the government in case war came. Also, how the Minister of Finance would supply the necessary funds. The council lasted late into the night, and was of immense historical importance. It left a feeling of confidence between the Sovereign and those who formed his government. I was told, by two of the ministers, how shocked the Emperor was; and that he showed deep patriotism in his remarks. Sazonoff took courage from the promise of support, though he was put under orders to avert the catastrophe if possible, and this last command was in conformity with his own personal feelings and desires.


  That night few slept in the cottages, barracks, tents and officers’ messrooms scattered over the hills of Kracnoe camp. Hearts were too heavy, and anxiety was too keen, as we sat or lay awake, waiting for the ringing of our telephones. In the small hours of the morning the summons came — orders to move all our regiments to their winter quarters, in the capital or its environs, wherever they belonged, as a mobilization might be called for in a few days. Our own unit, the “Chevaliers Guards of Her Majesty the Empress Mother,” was to leave first, at nine that same morning, it being the ranking regiment; but it was immediately to be followed by other cavalry, then the infantry and artillery regiments and batteries, till the whole busy camp should be turned into a vacant plain in unbelievably short time. Through the few days and nights I lingered on in our home. I was never free again from the monotonous tramp of hoofs and feet past my garden gate. The troops moved in a continuous stream down the high-road to St. Petersburg; and this sinister procession was silent and orderly. It contained the flower of our empire, fifty thousand strong; those who would be the first to go out to the sacrifice, if war were declared! I carried about with me an insurmountable depression; and tore myself with deep regret from the garden and cottage, which had been our summer resort for many years. Not so the men, keen for the fray, and hoping this time we should not be led into giving way to German arrogance.


  For two or three days there was some uncertainty, and the chance or hope of a peaceful solution. There was as yet no mobilization — to the intense chagrin of the officers I saw, who claimed that we should be far behind Germany in preparation for the struggle. However, on Wednesday the twenty-ninth, Sazonoff seemed despairing of any further possibility of a peaceful issue, and mobilization was ordered, with the additional warning that our regiments must be ready at once, because they were the first named to go to the front in case of war being declared.


  I shall never forget the stress and strain of those few days, from the twenty-sixth till the twenty-ninth of July. Disturbances and strikes were feared and predicted in the capital, where German agents were arrested, and German money was found and confiscated among our factory workmen! Yet during this time the German Embassy remained with us, talking and negotiating; gaining time for themselves, and accusing us of having mobilized. All St. Petersburg lived in a state of indescribable nervous tension; and gossip said the pressure brought on the Emperor by certain court influences against war was so heavy that perhaps his Majesty would still be persuaded not to uphold our fine Slav policy of defending Serbia. During a week various parties talked, recommending this or that policy, but nearly all felt that the time had come when we must fight, or lower our standards. After lingering over discussions until Friday, the thirty-first, Germany’s ultimatum was presented by old Count Pourtales. He was so agitated that he made several mistakes in the papers he was to hand Sazonoff; and the latter preserved, and showed to various people as a curiosity, two contradictory documents written on opposite pages of the same sheet of paper, one of which the ambassador was too disturbed to notice and destroy.


  Pourtales was greatly distressed and surprised at our negative reply to his country’s ultimatum. The old ambassador was a most charming man, and showed himself always a true friend to Russia. While he was kept in his post by a government anxious to mask its dishonest work, he had near him as “counselor” of his embassy, von Lucius, who was the real agent, in direct communication with Berlin and the Emperor William, placed as a spy on his own ambassador. Pourtales knew this towards the end, and suffered much from the system, of which he often complained; as well as of the fact, that his recommending a course was generally sufficient reason for von Lucius to recommend another. . . . From the time war was declared, von Lucius was at the head of the German spy organization, with headquarters at Stockholm; and he conducted all the German revolutionary propaganda in Russia, in league with the Bolsheviki.


  Pourtales regretted deeply the trend of his country’s action and the breaking off of relations; whereas his secretaries — von Lucius at their head — were most inflammatory. It was reported by the person to whom she said it, that the Countess Pourtales, who had made a somewhat unsuccessful bid for the popularity with St. Petersburg society, had vowed in leaving her embassy, that “within a few weeks, no two stones of our city should stand one upon the other, and that the German armies would take the place and burn it.” The other members of the embassy had not been greatly liked in our usually kindly circle; but the old count’s charm and culture had won esteem, and, even in the haste of his departure, the hospitality of the Hermitage Museum was offered him for his valuable collections of Greek antiquities. The offer was refused from an excess of discretion on the part of the count, and a few days later this was deeply regretted by his many friends in St. Petersburg.


  To us of the military element the week from the twenty-fifth of July to the first of August as a time full of change and excitement, hard work and anxiety. My husband, at the first talk of war, had given up his leave on the Grand Duke’s suggestion. Then within twenty-four hours he had seen his Chief and had a long heart-to-heart talk with him, begging to be set free, entirely and definitely, from his duties as aid-de-camp to his Imperial Highness; asking permission, instead, to go under fire with his old regiment, the Chevaliers Guards. The Chief listened to my husband with his usual kindly interest. Seven years this aid-de-camp had been constantly near him, abroad and at home. Through the hard period of the revolutionary days, when in 1905 the Grand Duke took over the command of St. Petersburg, quelled the troubles and brought order out of a chaos that had menaced the Imperial throne, my husband served him. Also, during the brilliant days that followed, when the Emperor had delighted to honor his cousin, and when the Grand Duke’s place in Russia had been unique, he had always shown my husband the most generous understanding and confidence; had given him a filial place in his household, calling him familiarly “Mishka,” and using with him always the “thou” of affection. He counted on Cantacuzene for various kinds of work of a delicate nature, charged him often with difficult missions, and accepted, as if with grateful recognition, the sincere devotion and loyal service my husband offered him.


  So we felt that perhaps his desire to leave the Grand Ducal court at this moment might be subject to misinterpretation, but Michael’s mind was set at rest immediately. The splendid old Chief showed himself greatly touched and pleased with “Mishka’s” point of view, and replied that not only did he entirely sympathize with my husband, and would grant his desire, but, if he had been in his shoes, he would have wished to act in the same way: and he envied extremely the possibilities his aid-de-camp would have, he added his wishes for success, and said he would watch my husband’s career with pleasure and interest, and be ready to help him at any time. The Grand Duke announced he hoped very much to reach the front soon himself, and as his present command, being mobilized, would be taken from him, he had asked the Emperor to give him another corps of cavalry on the firing line. Michael had naturally thanked his Chief warmly, and the latter embraced him and blessed him paternally, calling in the Grand Duchess, who gave my husband the same cordial God-speed, and a tiny ikon to protect him from danger.


  When he returned home, Michael was radiant from the spirit shown him in this interview. It was the only difficulty to overcome; for the old regiment hailed with delight the idea of having an ancient comrade in its midst as a junior colonel. But he was considered somewhat crazy to leave his easy, safe and brilliant berth at court, to chance rough life at the front.


  After this Michael moved instantly to the regimental quarters in town, and because he feared for us at the deserted camp. I packed and moved with the children to the Orloffs’ villa at Strelna, where their kind and hospitable thought had called me in the first moment of excitement. This arrangement had the double advantage of keeping my little people in the country surroundings, good for them, and yet bringing us considerably nearer the capital.


  Our servants did the packing and closing of the camp home with utmost rapidity, and they displayed a touching intention to save me trouble and serve me faithfully. Day and night they worked without orders or superintendence, and when I went to see results, I found my household had given me support of immense value.


  With the home and children no longer on my mind, I gave all my attention to the long shopping expeditions, necessary to turn a “manoeuvering kit” into an outfit for serious war. Business consultations and arrangements also filled our time in town.


  Brave and brilliant days flew past all too rapidly, though they were hard to live. The city was covered with flags and draperies, and streets and shops were crowded with groups, soon to break up. Stores of everything useful for war were soon bought out, and friends stood about on sidewalks or near counters making exchanges, giving advice or trying to render some little service to those who were going away. When evening fell, one saw the same people in lighter mood and dress gathering in the overflowing restaurants. Especially Contant’s and Donon’s, established in ancient palaces, and offering the charming frame of their old gardens full of great trees, and flowers, and fountains, became favorite resting places to habitués. Our choice was Donon’s, and there long tables were spread beneath the branches, which were occupied regularly by the same groups of officers — among them many of our Chevalier Guard comrades. In “kiosks” large round tables accommodated family groups, where young heroes in khaki were the center of attention; while they made merry, before the final good-bys. In quieter corners, amid blossoms and shrubbery, tables for two were set, and at these one saw couples taking an hour’s tete-a-tete; husbands and wives, mothers and sons, or merely friends who were sad at parting. The men were in campaign uniforms, and the women smiled though tears stood in many eyes! There were tables with young diplomats, popular Allies come to retail the news of their countries and glean our gossip; and, as nearly everyone knew everyone else, there was much wandering and visiting, talking and laughter. Now and then, came some German or Austrian representative, but they felt chilled, and ate their meals in silence on the balcony, or in the abandoned dining rooms. It was a time of gentle twilight, lingering conversations, and caressing music, played by gypsies, who knew their clients’ tastes; and we all sat late into the night, being Russians; also, because we tried to hold on to our happy hours, which we knew were fast ebbing away. Sazonoff, with his secretaries and aids, came from their work in the palace of the Foreign Office, across the square, to snatch a little food, and a few moments of rest at odd hours. Their faces were pale with fatigue, and the minister himself showed wear from day to day under the frightful strain of responsibility. To the last moment he was admirably calm, hopeful and unsensational. His dispatches during that time are now historical documents of current knowledge, and they prove how he strove to avoid bloodshed, while holding high the banner of our national honor. We who were with him during the experience learned to esteem him vastly for this noble work under most trying conditions, for he had just come through a long illness and a most serious operation, and had been told by his doctors the stress of public life would be very harmful to him.


  Saturday morning, August first, I woke to read in the paper that the die was cast. War was declared!


  My husband would be going in a few days, and behind him stretched to the very horizon of my realization the faces of all the friends I had made in twenty years, headed in the same direction. A terrible road of privation and suffering we must stumble along for an unknown period of time!


  I was struck anew each time I went out in Russia by the order at large gatherings. There was always plenty of space and time, not to mention proverbial good-nature; and these qualities gave a Russian ceremony a note of charm and distinction all its own. The day set for a service of prayer in the Winter Palace was no exception. The ten or fifteen great reception halls were already filled with people holding gentle conversation when I arrived — old men in court uniforms, young ones in fighters’ khaki, women in light gowns and pretty summer hats. They all looked tremendously tense and alive, as if gathering up their strength to offer it collectively to their Ruler. It must have given the Sovereign pleasure to see all that mass of Russians, so seriously coming to him in the hour of need.


  We entered the Nicolas Hall, where the Imperial cortege had already taken its place, down at the end, near an altar. The room’s immense dimensions — it was built to contain comfortably three thousand people at a ball — held an imposing concourse of the cream of Russia’s people. For this occasion, there were standing here the members of the Romanoff family, and their numerous suites, the court and government officials, all the aristocracy within a large radius, and the officers of the Imperial bodyguard regiments. In broad daylight, the sun streaming through the great window took all artifice of appearance and manner from the high-bred crowd; and it was different from that seen at the court balls of ancient times. Now we were simplified to our primitive traits, and nothing but our warm national heart showed. Each man looked strained and exalted; no woman had dry eyes.


  The religious ceremony was not long, but its intensity was extreme; and never had the intoning of priest or the singing of choir been more lovely. Certainly, also, the prayer that went up to heaven was profoundly sincere. As it ended, and we rose from our knees, the Sovereigns turned, and stood a moment facing their subjects; the Empress taking her husband’s arm. Quite spontaneously, from five thousand throats broke forth the national anthem; which was not less beautiful because the voices choked with emotion. Then cheer upon cheer came, till the walls rang with their echo!


  It was the first time, I fancy, the Emperor had been offered such a tribute. He was paler than usual, and seemed somewhat startled but not displeased. He advanced with the Empress still upon his arm, and continuing its mighty cheers, the crowd parted in front of them, forming an aisle from the altar to the immense double doors opposite. I chanced by this separation of the people, to be in the first row of those the Sovereigns would pass; and I watched them with interested sympathy. As they progressed, those who could not see well pressed forward, and the lines on each side became somewhat irregular. General Woyeikoff, Commandant of the palace, always quick to be officious, rushed forward to reinforce the Grand Master of Ceremonies and his aids, and he roughly pushed back men and women into their places, saying, “Space must be left clear!” It was the Empress who gently stopped him; and it was she who seemed best to understand the movement towards her husband, and to welcome it. Woyeikoff returned to his position in the procession, among the Imperial household, and the Sovereigns continued down the room, the crowd gone wild with love for them. Old men and young, red in the face and hoarse from the effort, kept up the noise. They, and the women too, bowed low, or threw themselves upon their knees, as their Rulers passed: his Majesty, in absolute silence, showed no recognition of any special face. Our beautiful Empress looking like a Madonna of Sorrows, with tears on her cheeks, stretched her hand in passing to this or that person, now and then bending gracefully to embrace some woman who was kissing her hand. Her Majesty that day seemed to symbolize all the tragedy and suffering that had come upon us; and, feeling it deeply, to give thanks to this group for the devotion their attitude implied. Her expression was of extraordinary sweetness and distress, and possessed beauty of a quality I had never seen before on the proud classic face. Everyone was moved by her Majesty’s manner in a moment when she must be tortured by thoughts and memories of her old home. In passing me she stretched out her hand, and as I put my lips to it, she leaned over, kissed me and said, “Your husband too?” and continued, in reply to my affirmative, “Then you must help me with all the work there is for us women to do.” I cannot forget the beautiful, touching Madonna of that day, stooping to console and encourage her people, drowning her own sorrows in her tears of sympathy for her subjects! Till then through fifteen years, I had seen only a statuesque and austere presence, presiding at feasts and ceremonies, with an almost inhuman severity of expression; and entirely repressing the tenderness this situation had brought out.


  From the Nicolas Hall the procession of the Imperial family passed through long suites of state reception rooms in its progress to the hall, from which a balcony overlooks the Palace Place. As they went by, I saw that several members of the Imperial family had been greatly moved. The poor Grand Duchess Marie Pavlovna, widow of the Grand Duke Vladimir, had wept copiously, but held herself as always with dignity and spoke here and there to friends in the crowd whom she knew to be unhappy, embracing them, or saying a kind word. The Grand Duchess Anastasia Nicolaievna, wife of the Grand Duke Nicolas, showed affectionate solicitude to those whom she felt would especially be sufferers. The Grand Duke Nicolas Nicolaiovitch was the observed of all observers. He had been told that morning he was to be intrusted with the supreme command of all the Russian Armies! He had neither asked nor hoped for so great an honor and his gratitude and emotion enhanced his intense personality, till he dominated the surrounding throng completely. One seemed to feel him in the room, where his immense height put him head and shoulders above the tallest of the guard officers. He stood straight as an arrow, and walked with the graceful elastic stride of one in good training. This, with his admirable proportions, kept him still young in spite of years. He was intensely pale beneath his tan, and the small classic head was thrown back nobly. His distinction and physical beauty had won admiration from both men and women for years, and one felt they partly explained the enthusiasm which troops and populace always showed whenever he appeared before them. He was to everyone the ideal leader in an emergency. “An Imperial eagle,” said some one in the crowd, as he passed; and really the name suited the proud figure well. We turned to him, with gratitude that the conduct of our armies was to be in his good hands, and as he realized the sentiment expressed, his appreciation showed in his flashing looks, and in the sudden beauty of his rare smile.


  I was told from a sure source that in accepting his appointment that morning, he had begged two favors from his Imperial cousin: First, to go to the front quietly and without official leave-takings, avoiding the noise that had attended General Kuropatkin’s departure for Manchuria ten years before. This request was granted; but not so the second, which was that he might name his own staff. General lanouschkevitch was already nominated as his chief of staff, he was informed; and General Daniloff was to be the chief of his Military Bureaus. Both these were supposedly friends to Soukhomlinoff; and at headquarters the Chief was allowed to choose only his personal staff, and not his military one. This measure struck everyone (except the generalissimo himself) as dreadfully unfair, since he must work with these men as instruments, and be responsible for their acts. In it those devoted to the Grand Duke felt a first move of his hidden enemies.


  I followed the Imperial family on the lengthy walk to the far side of the palace. Once there, I approached a window, from which I saw not only the square below, but the balcony where the Emperor and Empress stood without attendants. They looked small and lonesome against the mountainous rich facade of the construction, and they gazed down in silence upon a most amazing sight. . . . Below, in the Palace Place, of which few in the world are so large and splendid, a sea of raised faces filled the entire space. Societies were there, with flags and emblems; young students in uniforms of schools and universities; old men and women, children and priests, soldiers and workmen of various degree. All were prepared for the terrible future the war would bring them; yet they were present without a call, spread out at their Ruler’s feet, come to offer humbly their homage and their lives. As the Emperor appeared, this crowd had fallen on its knees, their flags dipped in salute; and they burst forth in a great chorus — the Imperial anthem! Here in the street the lowly people equaled in their show of faithfulness the nobles’ tribute of an hour ago inside the palace.


  Did the Emperor remember, as he gazed on them, that ten years before a crowd on this same spot seemed sufficiently threatening to his throne, for him to order it to be dispersed — with cavalry? Did he remember, that their attitude had then drawn from him the concession of a parliament; and that his promises made then of other reforms besides had not yet been carried out? That he, for security, and because he disliked his capital, and its citizens, had not again occupied since then the great city palace? Was all this in his mind, as he stood there with bowed head? Did he forgive and admire the spirit his people now showed? I turned, and a number of eyes I looked into were filled with tears. … A hardened old military man said gently, “See how devoted and serious they are; and how they pity their Emperor, and wish to help him!” “The Emperor holds trump cards in the great game he must play,” said another. “His people have brought him their gift of loyalty to-day; and his proud aristocracy, as well as his poor peasants, are of one piece in this!”


  At this same hour William, in Berlin, was making speeches to the multitude in front of his palace, trying to inflame their patriotism by his eloquence; but Nicolas stood before his subjects without a word or gesture; and they knelt in adoration to the “White Czar” of history, and gave him thus the greatest hour of his life!


  The Imperial couple left the balcony and returned to their private apartments, while the concourse, indoors and out, dispersed; but the exaltation of these wonderful scenes remained with us, a memory to return in camp and trench, or in abandoned homes, at lonely hours, comforting the martyrdom of those who were so brave and true.


  
    CHAPTER II


    FIRST DAYS OF WAR

  


  From the morning of the third of August — Monday — began the distress of partings for us, with the departure of my brother-in-law, Count Theo Niroth, commanding the Dragoons of the Imperial Guard. Knowing poor Theo to be living through his troubles alone, I motored to his barracks at Peterhof that morning early, to say good-by to him, and see if I could be of any use. I found him very occupied and entirely calm, while his regiment seemed well in hand, officers and men going about their unusual business of packing and entraining, with the utmost order and rapidity. Theo was greatly distressed not to embrace his family before leaving. The war had come so suddenly, that though he had wired them he could scarcely hope to see anyone arrive from the faraway country estates. As I was making my adieu, his wife, having made a forced voyage, with great good luck appeared at Peterhof an hour before the Dragoons departed. So at least of her he had a glimpse; and said good-by.


  Our Chevaliers Guards were to leave the following morning; and Monday there was a most touching function, when in the court-yard of their old historical barracks, the regiment in battle-array was reviewed by its commander (Prince Alexander Dolgorouky) and all its ancient or retired officers then in St. Petersburg. The senior ex-commander of the regiment said a few heartfelt words of good wishes from those too old to go to war; then squadron by squadron the men, with their officers, knelt and were blessed by the regimental priest. All the wives and mothers who could possibly come, were taking their last look at the assembled regiment. It was scarcely to be recognized in its rough khaki as the same unit we knew in pure white, or red-and-silver uniforms, of old gala days. Less brilliant now were the men, dressed for their grim work; but in size and strength as well as moral fibre, they still were the first regiment of the land. We women and the “ancients” stood on one side of the altar, those going to the sacrifice on the other, while the priest read out a short service, and tried to inspire us with courage, each to face our fate. Then we knelt together in the dust for a last prayer.


  As they were to leave at daylight next morning, we had but a few hours for preparations, and no time to think. Numerous officers were obliged to go without seeing their people, scattered in the provinces or abroad by the summer season; and the few women lucky enough to be in town were multiplying their care, looking after comrades who were alone in this hour of need. Baskets were prepared with food, literature and small comforts, which might help out the tedious hours of a long trip on a military train.


  Our little girls came up from Strelna to lunch with us that day, and to say good-by to their father. We tried to make the parting as easy as possible for them, so their young minds would not be weighted with the tragedy we elders were living.


  Our boy remained the night in town with me, and had his first experience of real drama. At five a. m. we rose, and went to the railway, where we saw the beloved regiment, in the midst of which we had lived so many years, entrain. Perfect order prevailed, but the embarkation took several hours. Each squadron occupied a train: freight cars, fitted up for soldiers and horses; platform-cars for baggage and provisions; and at the end a car or two, second-class and far from clean, for the officers, doctors, papers, etc. A most curious sight was the horses belonging to the regimental band. It was a tradition that though the other soldiers were all mounted on bay horses, the band should ride pure white steeds. With the new ideas of warfare, these animals became a danger to their unit, and they had been dyed for safety in olive-brown. This was their first appearance in their disguise; and their comrades of the four squadrons did not recognize them. There was a dreadful fuss, and such desire to avoid the poor, painted creatures that the latter felt insulted; and regarding themselves as victims of a ridiculous mistake, they lost no opportunity of protesting. Their humiliation turned them timid and fractious, and it took time and persuasion to get them into their cars. Everyone rushed to help; and officers as well as soldiers were amused at the result of this first essay at “camouflage,” which came as a diversion to our strained feelings.


  With the actual parting, there was a general breakdown, hurried kisses, choking blessings; then a rush for the platforms. The trains moved off, and lonesome small groups of relatives faced the long days of anxiety and emptiness ahead! It seemed dreadful to see our men go! Besides my husband, these trains contained many of our oldest friends, and we knew they would be put immediately under fire. At the last moment I had been charged with packets of valuables and with letters, and had promised to look after and send news to various families, unable to be with us on that sunny morning.


  This day, and those immediately following, my time was taken up by the many commissions entrusted to my care. Still a few friends remained, who were making their adieu and leaving for the front to join regiments or staffs on special duty. There were Red Cross units pushing their preparations to start as soon as it was possible to organize. They greatly needed supplies of all kinds, nothing having been foreseen of the events that were upon us. In the capital itself, hundreds of hospitals were opening, governmental as well as private. A great need for pity and charity appealed to the country’s womanhood; and one and all responded, giving of their riches in money, time, and personal labor.


  There was a movement to rally about the Empress for direction in this; and many like myself, who had till then avoided Mme. Wiroboff, called upon her, knowing that for all the Imperial war work she was chosen by the Empress to represent her personally. Mme. Anna Alexandrovna Wiroboff had been named lady in waiting to the Empress and taken to live in the palace at the time of her debut. She was the daughter of a poor and worthy gentleman at court, and it was by way of recognizing his long service that she was given this situation, and the small income attached to it. In looks she was very fat, with clumsy walk and figure, a pretty head, soft curly hair, blue eyes which always looked sleepy, and fine complexion and teeth. She had no conversation, save to make compliments in a soft voice; and she posed for being very shy, sentimental and stupid. By this method she succeeded for years in allaying suspicions of her real ambition, and in covering her conduct. People said constantly, “Anna Alexandrovna cannot have done that; she is not clever enough for a successful intrigue.” On entering upon her career, she at once adopted an attitude of abject flattery, which at first surprised, then pleased and touched the Empress. As time passed, her Majesty admitted the self-styled “slave” more and more to her presence. Court gossip said Mme. Wiroboff sat at her mistress’ feet; kissed them; begged for the meanest tasks as an honor; and talked to the Empress in picturesque language of the Orient; addressing her as the “Sun and Moon,” or her “Life;” and claiming she had been saved from dying during typhoid by the adored mistress’s presence at her bedside . . .


  About seven or eight years before the great war, Mme. Wiroboff had married, at the wish of her Majesty, a man the latter chose. Her husband was persuaded to leave his active service in the navy, and live at court, where he was given the position of aid-de-camp to the Emperor. To everyone’s amazement, he insisted upon divorcing her after a few months, and left the court and his honors to return to sea. He never reappeared, and was dubbed mad for the story he told of his married life. After this episode, Mme. Wiroboff remained always with the Empress; was called simply “my friend” by the Sovereign; and became her favorite and confidential attendant. She was given an apartment in the palace, and also occupied at times a small house rented outside, where she could entertain with freedom, and where her Imperial patroness was often asked to meet people, whom it would have been difficult to introduce at court. During this time the new favorite made advances to various women of society in our group, whom she considered desirable acquaintances; but though we all felt obliged to see her at the palace, and at the homes of such officials as were cultivating her to make their way, most of the women of good standing avoided her proffered intimacy. She resented this probably, but gave no sign; only representing to her Majesty that she was too absorbed in her service to wish for other occupations or interests. Later, however, she made the Empress feel she had sacrificed her husband and all her friends to her patroness; and the latter repaid this devotion by redoubled kindness. Soon the evident dislike shown by loyal subjects to the Wiroboff ways was explained by the favorite as covert criticism of the Empress’s friends and tastes and occupations; and a very delicate situation was created. People felt disinclined to push into the charmed circle, not wanting to risk the ire of the new star, or her jealousy; not willing, either, to hold out a hand to her; and by various intrigues on her part, many of the best and most normal elements were eliminated from the Imperial circle, or kept at a distance. The Sovereign’s mind was poisoned with a morbid belief in the hostile attitude of Russia’s aristocratic society towards her; and thus more and more was she separated from healthy influences. About two years before the war. Rasputin was introduced at court by the favorite, and his ministrations to the Empress were encouraged, while a clique of conspirators was formed to surround, flatter and keep in hand the Empress; but then they still had no political program.


  When the war came, a number of women felt with me that nothing counted but our patriotic duties; and in a desire to make a demonstration of loyalty, we all called on Mme. Wiroboff, asking for any work in the various Red Cross organizations, which would be organized by her Majesty’s orders. … From then on, it was impossible not to admit Mme. Wiroboff’s influence on events. There were amiable smiles and messages on her lips, purporting to come from the lady’s mistress. We were told by her that “her Majesty was suffering from one of her frequent attacks of nervous pains;” and all those wishing to help, were begged to join in the work at the Winter Palace, where the doors would be thrown open as they had been at the time of the Japanese war. In a few days, the papers announced all was ready at the palace; and the afternoon of opening there was a spectacle marvelous to see. A vast crowd of women presented themselves to the presiding committee, the members of which were ladies-in-waiting from the palace, with Mme. Wiroboff at their head. Wives of government and court officials, wives of officers, wives of simple soldiers, and work-girls from shops and dressmaking establishments were there, rubbing shoulders, all filled with zeal, making up in generosity and enthusiasm, what they sometimes lacked in science and experience.


  The contributions in money, in materials and in medicines were so immense that it seemed quite unbelievable such riches could be put forth in so short a time. … It was a cause of great admiration to me how quickly organization came out of chaos. Mme. Wiroboff herself was swamped with the difficulties; but women who had done this kind of work in the other war took hold at once, and the crowd of willing hands found their allotted employment as if by magic. Two or three halls were turned into a factory for surgical bandages, under professional teachers; other halls were packing rooms, or were installed to receive and store the gifts which poured in. Cutting rooms and sewing rooms were arranged, with machines and specialists to handle them. Everyone was ready to give all she could in time, money and good will, without any pretentions to recognition.


  It was done to help the army, for which so little had been prepared, and to show to the Empress how her subjects upheld her. Daily we hoped she would appear, especially to thank the humbler element for their time and generous effort, which meant loss of money in their bread-winning lives; but as the weeks passed and her Majesty never came, the rumor spread she was entirely preoccupied with her own small private hospital, installed in the Tzarskoe Palace, and took no interest in the capital, leaving everything there to Mme. Wiroboff. The latter frequently showed lack of tact, and was pretentious with women much older than herself, and of more dignity. Discords broke out, in which the Empress’s friend and Mme. Soukhomlinoff were the storm centers, and different camps were formed. Luckily, however, just as the affair was becoming dramatic, these two ladies discovered themselves needed elsewhere; Mme. Wiroboff retiring to Tzarskoe. to go into the hospital, where she seconded the Empress and began her political work, and Mme. Soukhomlinoff founding a unit of her own and going to the front.


  Immediately upon their departure, all the other elements settled down in perfect harmony. A half-dozen ladies, wives of court functionaries or of cabinet ministers, giving their whole hearts to the success of the enormous organization, carried out the good work for two and a half years. Peace reigned in the great halls, though neglect by their Imperial owner was felt and regretted; and owing to this, the poorer people by degrees drifted away, as well as some others who should naturally have remained attached to that particular group. These departures caused her Majesty great chagrin, I heard; and late in the year 1916 she made an effort to draw back some of the scattered elements. But it was too late. All had settled elsewhere and the early, beautiful, personal spirit had disappeared. Luckily our men at the front lost nothing, for the same supplies reached them through other channels.


  During that first month of war, I was amazed at the extent and quality of the charities organized all over the country by our women. Their souls, talents and generosity went into supplementing the government, and supplying the soldiers with necessities the state could not give them. It was done with admirable system, and no one faltered till the revolution came, disorganizing transportation and the army, and making the work impossible. But in the beginning there was vast enthusiasm, and the dark future was not suspected. I found myself drawn into the stream, making and packing bandages like all my friends, while we talked of the daily news. The latter was most encouraging and gratifying to our national vanity. The campaign in East Prussia progressed rapidly; and we captured town after town; till our armies had advanced far on German soil.


  Within a week of his nomination, the Commander-in-Chief had left for the front, without send-off or notice of any kind. His train had been made up in St. Petersburg, where the officers of his household and four personal aids went aboard. The Grand Duke had in no way augmented his household for the war, much to the regret of various men who had hoped to find easy berths in his train. These seekers were forced to look elsewhere, as the headquarters staff consisted of those named from above to do the military work of the offices, and the six or eight persons whom the Grand Duke had always previously kept near him. In the course of the year he was Commander-in-Chief, almost no new man was added to this group as his Imperial Highness disapproved of purely ornamental people, and wished to avoid the kind of surroundings that had been those of Kuropatkin. So the Grand Duke’s train left St. Petersburg quietly, and made a stop at Peterhof station, where the principal passenger, his body servant, his Cossack and Doctor Malama climbed on board in silence. Then they started for Baranovitch. The military staff, already organized by General lanoushkevitch. awaited them there. The Chief took complete and immediate possession of all the various personalities congregated at Baranovitch, never had the least trouble with them apparently, and absolutely ignored all evil intentions. He won the men composing his military staff so completely, that when, a year later, he was sent from the high place he had filled, General lanoushkevitch went with him; and every member of his staff, to the last man in the offices, asked to do likewise. They showed him the most signal personal devotion in this, since to remain where they were, meant working under the Sovereign’s eyes; while the Grand Duke was going into exile, disgraced and out of favor.


  Life at headquarters under the Grand Duke was of the simplest. The Chief rose early, and spent a busy day at his work table, or in the military council chamber. Those who were on duty were immensely occupied, those off duty greatly bored, for no amusements were furnished them. Everyone personally attached to the Chief lived on one or the other of his two trains. Those whose energies were employed in the offices, lived near-by, in temporary buildings of the cheapest construction. The table fare was plain in the extreme, and so was the service, even when the Emperor, or a foreign mission, came to headquarters. The Grand Duke never took a day off, nor left Baranovitch, except for occasional and sudden trips of inspection to the front. No ladies were allowed at the staff, exception not being made even for the Grand Duchess. The Emperor finally asked, and obtained, towards Easter, permission from the Commander-in-Chief, for her to go there once, for a two days’ stay; as her husband was the only man at headquarters, who in eight or nine months, had not had a single day’s leave. He took no rest or recreation, save a short walk daily near his car — where his aids had arranged a small square garden — and an evening hour of conversation after dinner, with the foreign attaches and the members of his household; besides this, the time required to write his wife a daily letter, which he never failed to do. His behavior, according to universal report, was always even, quiet and courteous; and in the severe strain and tension to which he was subjected, though often his face went gray from anxiety, his self-control never failed him for a moment. Gambling and cards were forbidden; and the younger members of the staff and foreign attaches thought it very dull at Baranovitch, and the Chief much too austere; though they all added that at meal hours, when they met him, he was altogether charming. Tales of this staff life came back to the capital, and there, and all over the country, made a tine, reassuring impression.


CHAPTER III

ADVISERS OF THE EMPEROR



In the early days of August, the Emperor and Empress, with their
children and court, had moved from Peterhof Palace to Tzarskoe. as
there was fear of the Germans bombarding our coast, where the
former residence stands. For the same reason, and because of her
many interests in Red Cross work. Princess Orloff moved to town
also, bringing my children with her to her home there, and vacating
Strelna. I was personally glad of this change, being very busy: for
besides my afternoons in the palace bandage-factory, my mornings
were spent in the throes of settling our newly bought house. In the
conditions of that time. it was an appalling undertaking to arrange
even so small a place. The workmen I counted upon were always being
mobilized for war purposes, and my own servants had nearly all been
taken. I had to resign myself to great waste of time and energy:
but various friends came to my aid, and in spite of all
complications I began to hope I might move into our new quarters
towards the middle of August.

Thus life systematized itself around the house arranging, and
the palace work, and my days flew; while each evening I returned to
the Orloffs’. Here, there was invariably a group of interesting
people, presided over by the most distinguished and charming of
women. Orloff himself divided his time between town, where he
managed the Emperor’s military bureaus, and the palace at Tzarskoe,
where his duties as confidential secretary, informal adviser and
faithful attendant to the Sovereign, gave him rather more
occupation than fell to the lot of other men. During the first year
of the war, Prince Vladimir Orloff reached the zenith of his power,
and his brilliant reputation was well deserved. He had nothing to
gain from Imperial favor, blessed as he was with position, fortune,
palaces, collections and personal talents second to none in the
great empire. Since the year when, under Alexander III, his dying
father had left him a ward to the then Emperor, boy and man, Orloff
had occupied a place in the sunshine of Imperial smiles. He was
constantly at court under exceptional circumstances: first in the
page corps, then in one of the bodyguard’s crack regiments,
afterwards aid-de-camp to the young Emperor Nicolas II. Soon the
latter called Orloff altogether away from his military duties to
court service, made him his secretary and his constant companion.
After the revolution of 1905, in gratitude for the disinterested
services Orloff had rendered, he was given a situation equaled by
that of no one else. Confidential adviser and personal friend to
his Majesty, he always gave the Emperor his honest opinion, and
could be counted on for tact and intelligence, absolute discretion
and loyalty to the throne and country. No honors or bribes could
make the least difference to this man’s honesty and high principle;
and the Emperor showed him above all others unbounded faith and
affection. Under Orloff’s influence for years nearly all the kind
and gracious acts of his Majesty were thought of and carried out.
Orloff’s pen wrote many of the great messages and edicts of the
period. Members of the court and of the Government surrounded him,
begging him to present this or that measure to Imperial notice, in
a happy moment. One of the ministers told me that to his mind
Orloff was the greatest force for good in the Government though he
occupied no cabinet place, because anyone wishing to put through a
patriotic law was sure of his timely support, and any bad influence
was downed by him with certainty, in private conversation. Previous
to Mme. Wiroboff’ s success at court, the Empress had recognized
Orloff’s talents and virtues, and had greatly encouraged his
intimacy with her husband. The Emperor loved him as he did the
Grand Duke Nicolas, and leaned upon these two men in growing
confidence. The Grand Duke and Orloff were friends, with frank
esteem for one another; and Orloff saw in the Commander-in-Chief
the strongest arm to protect the throne and serve it. He for his
part gladly lent himself to all the missions, to and from the
staff, handling negotiations so admirably, that confidence grew
between the two great cousins and the game of the conspirators to
oust, the Grand Duke was for months constantly undone.

Naturally Mme. Wiroboff and her people wasted no love either on
Orloff or on the Grand Duke, and Soukhomlinoff felt the same way,
though I heard both him and the favorite speak to Orloff, and of
the Chief, with cringing flattery. One felt their envy, but they
were still negligible quantities in those early days and I even met
the Soukhomlinoffs at the Orloff dinner table once. Mme.
Soukhomlinoff had much ambition to show herself an inmate of this
salon, and did her best to attract the sympathies of those she met
in the charmed circle, which was to her mind a rendezvous worth
cultivating.

The Prime Minister, a dear old gentleman nearly eighty, very
ancient in ideas and traditions, but patriotic and devoted to his
Emperor, was Orloff’s warm admirer. He and his wife, Mme.
Gorymekin, dined frequently at the hospitable board. There was
Krivaschene also, the brilliant Minister of Agriculture, author of
several reforms in land division among the peasantry, which had
been most helpful to the country. He stood for all that was
liberal, and wanted our government to move forward in joint
understanding with the Duma; and he was spoken of as a rival and
successor to old Gorymekin, if the Sovereign should inaugurate a
liberal policy. He also was a man of fine reputation, and a friend
to Orloff. Bark, the self-made Minister of Finance, was young and
strong, with great things prophesied for his future by Krivaschene,
his sponsor in the cabinet. At forty-five, Bark was an element to
be reckoned with; liberal in his views, desiring the development
and education of the people and their welfare. His devotion to the
Emperor was profound and sincere, and of the same beautiful quality
as Orloff’s own; and they showed one another sympathy and mutual
understanding. Bark at this moment wore a halo in our eyes, for his
encouragement of the Emperor’s edict suppressing the sale of
alcohol, which as a government monopoly had brought seven hundred
million rubles into the treasury annually, since Witte’s time. And
this was deducted from our revenues at the moment we entered upon
the great war. It spoke well for the nerve of the Minister of
Finance, someone said, to dare such a stroke just then for an
ideal. Sazonoff was of this group, and Orloff’s intimate; and as I
had greatly admired and liked him always, I enjoyed his presence
among us exceedingly. There were many more men, with the military
element well represented. Officers, simply friends, found their way
to this sheltered corner for a farewell dinner before going to the
front, or a welcoming one when they returned on military business.
Also, there were many who came to ask Orloff’s help, in one way or
another.

Women — young, pretty, old and clever — were of these informal
parties, bringing the charm of their presence, with their sewing or
knitting, to the fetes. Dignity and quiet were the order of the
day; and brilliant talk, from the “lions” present, was as much the
rule as the afternoon dress worn by all. Frequently the men
gathered in small groups in one or another of the many salons; and
questions of world interest were settled in comfortable arm
chairs.

I loved St. Petersburg in those fine first weeks of war; and
admired my compatriots as never before. In the streets everyone
hurried, everyone was busy, and autos, houses and women wore the
sign of the Red Cross. The humbler elements especially were
touching, and each poor shop readily sold things “for the soldiers”
at a discount, just as each poor work girl gave of her strength in
the good cause. The rich were vastly generous; not only their
money, but their time and thought, palaces and motors, filled out
and completed the omissions, in the government’s care for its
sons.

Then one evening the weight of a hammer blow fell on us. The
offensive in East Prussia had continued brilliantly, and the
thrilling news of daily progress had kept us women in high spirits.
Were not the troops engaged, our very own, of the Imperial Guard:
and had we not a right to bask, therefore, in our men’s reflected
glory? A day came when, in the taking of Kauschen on the nineteenth
of August, the Chevalier Guards and the Horse Guard Regiment
suffered losses, which carried anguish with the tale of triumph to
mothers and wives in the capital. So many officers and soldiers
were killed; and the list of wounded was enormous too!

My husband had led the three squadrons of his regiment who,
dismounted, had attacked in a charge the fortification on one side,
and at the beginning of the movement he had been shot through the
liver. He had not wanted to give over the command in so grave a
crisis, and had continued in action some twenty minutes, till
weakness from the terrible loss of blood overcame the artificial
strength excitement had loaned him. Then, upheld by a young
comrade. Baron Pilau, he went to the regimental first-aid station
just behind the lines. Doctor and aid-doctor were so rushed with
work that the regimental veterinary had been pressed into service;
and it was the latter who, with Pilau, dressed Cantacuzene’s wound.
Then he was put on a horse and, with a soldier to accompany him,
rode back eight miles to the hut where the regimental commander was
installed. Here, the wounded were stretched out in a small orchard,
on straw which had been scattered for their comfort.

All that hot day they lay, without any food or care, till in the
evening, the end of the battle brought back the surgeon and his
aids. Then with the voluntary help of one or two officers, the
doctors went their rounds in the suffering crowd, doing what little
they could to give relief with the slender means at hand. My
husband heard about him laments and broken phrases, and recognized
some voices; but he could not turn to identify his neighbors in the
orchard. He understood that there was as yet no organized service
to look after the wounded at the front, and that he was thought to
be dying. His wound was not re-dressed, but he was lifted by
comrades’ hands, gently, and carried into Prince Dolgorouky’s room,
where the latter ordered a bed of fresh hay arranged for him, and
he was given doses of brandy and morphine. That night remains a
painful memory, though his commander gave him what care he could.
Constantly men came and went with reports and orders. If they knew
Cantacuzene, they would approach his corner and offer a few
encouraging words. In the morning there was a slight improvement in
his condition, and he was so anxious to leave for home with the
other wounded, who were to be transported to the railway, that the
commander and the doctor consented. More morphine, more brandy, and
he was again lifted by comrades and put into a springless
peasant-cart, where his soldier servant and belongings had already
been loaded. Michael’s servant, Davidka, who had been attached to
him for years and had been mobilized with him, was from our country
place, of our own peasants; and his devotion showed in the long
trip when he followed the doctor’s orders as to how he must handle
his master. His excellent care, certainly was one of the reasons
why my husband lived through the torments of that voyage.

Two days, the procession of rough carts traveled backward
towards the home-country, shaking the passengers over rough roads.
Their slow pace was torture. Part of the time delirium, part of the
time vague somnolen [...]
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