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T his article does not aspire to give an  exh au stive  account of the life of 
A lexei N ikolaevich , not only for reasons of lim ited  space. The role played by 
the young lad who w as m uch loved by the nation, becam e the R ussian  
tsesarevich  and w as m urdered at the tender age o f 14, w ould not ju stify  such  
an effort. In addition to delivering general biographical inform ation about 
A lexei th a t can be found in  a variety  of sources, I w ill attem pt to throw  som e 
ligh t on the less known aspects of h is life that profoundly affected the fate of the 
Russian Empire and brought tragic consequences for the young im perial heir1.

A lexei N ikolaevich  w as born in  P eterh of on 12 A ugust (30 Ju ly) 1904 on 
Friday a t noon, during an u n u su ally  hot sum m er th at had started  already in  
February, at the beginn ing  o f R u ssia ’s m uch unfortunate w ar aga in st Japan. 
A lexei w as the fifth  child and the only son of N icholas II and A lexandra  
Feodorovna. H e had four older sisters  who w ere the Grand D uchesses: Olga  
(8.5 years older th an  A lexei), T atiana (7 years older), M aria (5 years older) 
and A n astasia  (3 years older). In line w ith  the law  of succession , A lexei 
autom atically  becam e heir to the throne, and h is birth w as heralded to the  
public by a 300-gun sa lu te  from the Peter and P au l Fortress. According to 
N icholas II, the im perial heir w as nam ed A lexei to break aw ay from a nearly  
century-old tradition  of nam ing the oldest sons A lexander and N icholas and 
to com m em orate P eter the G reat’s father, A lexei M ikhailovich, the second  
tsar of the Rom anov dynasty  th a t had ruled over R ussia  for nearly 300 years  
from the 17 th  century. N icholas II held  A lexei M ikhailovich in  greatest e s ­
teem  from am ong all of h is  predecessors. A suprem e m anifesto w as issu ed  on  
the occasion, sta tin g  th a t in  the even t of the Tsar’s prem ature death, Grand 
D uke M ikhail A lexandrovich w as to becom e the regent, and it  placed the  
im perial heir in  A lexandra’s care2 .

1 For th e  unabridged  version of th is  article, refer to: A leksy  (1904-1918) -  ostatni cesarze- 
wicz i następca tronu rosyjskiego in  the  m em orial book published by  A dam  Mickiewicz U niversity  
of Poznań to com m em orate th e  70th b irth d ay  ann iv ersa ry  of Professor A rtu r Kijas. See: S tu d ia  
z  dziejów E uropy W schodniej, ed. G. B łaszczyk and  P. K raszew ski, Poznań 2010, pp. 267-287.

2 S.S. O ldenburg, Tsarstvovanye Im pera tora  N iko la ya  II,  Moscow 1992, p. 227.
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The beaming father wrote in his meticulously kept diary: “An unforgetta­
ble and great day, on which we received so evident a sign o f God’s love. A t a 
quarter past one in the afternoon Alix had a son, who was named Alexei 
during prayers. [...] No words are adequate to thank God for the consolation 
he has bestowed on us in this year o f difficult tribulations!”3 Alexei’s mother, 
Alexandra, wrote: “Weight -  4660, height -  58, head circumference -  38, chest 
circumference -  39”4 . The royal family’s joy knew no bounds as the birth of 
four successive daughters left Nicholas II and Alexandra with little hope of 
producing an imperial heir. Various treatments, visits to the spa, pilgrimages 
to holy places and the assistance of venerated elders did not bring the 
desired results. Alexandra was even diagnosed with a false pregnancy. Sud­
denly, great happiness was bestowed upon the family.

The prolonged waiting for the birth of a successor to the monarch’s 
throne caused concern in the royal court and political circles across the 
country, turning into a serious worry tha t occupied the tsar’s mind. After 
Alexandra had given birth to their third daughter, Maria, in 1899, Nicholas II 
became so irritated tha t he had to take a long walk in the park before 
greeting his newborn child5 . The tsarina’s every successive pregnancy raised 
hopes, and every delivery that did not meet expectations fuelled public spec- 
ulations6 . The inability to produce a successor became a state affair. In his 
coronation manifesto, published in Livadya on 3 November (21 October) 1894 
directly after the death of Alexander III, Nicholas II requested an oath of 
allegiance not only to the monarch but also to Duke George “who would 
remain his legal successor until God blesses his future marriage with Princess 
Alix o f Hesse”7 . This was not an extraordinary request. During regular and

3 F ro m  N icky’s d iary , M iko ła j I I  i A le ksa n d ra : n ie zn a n a  korespondencja , Selection , 
A. M aylunas, S. M ironienko, tran s la ted  by  M. Dors, W arszaw a 1998, pp. 267-268. E nglish  
transla tion : article  by  A ugusta  Pobedinskaja, Royal R ussia  -  Directory, http://www.angelfire.com / 
pa/Im peria lR ussian/royalty /russia /a leksei.h tm l. For the  original R ussian  tex t of the  cited excerpt, 
refer to: D nyevniki Im peratora N iko laya  II, ed. K. F. Shachillo, Moscow 1991, p. 222.

4 F rom  th e  d iary  of A lexandra  Feodorovna, M iko ła j I I  i A leksa n d ra , p. 267.
5 G. King, Im p era tritsa  A lexandra  Feodorovna. B iografia , Zakharov-M oscow 2000, p. 185.
6 D uring  h is  s tay  in  G a tch in a  on 10 Ju n e  (29 M ay) 1897 w hen  th e  ts a r ’s o ldest daughter, 

Olga, w as born, G rand  D uke C o n stan tine  C onstantinovich , th e  ts a r ’s uncle, w rote in  h is  diary: 
“The new s traveled  fast, bu t everyone w as d isappoin ted  because th is  time, they were expecting  
a boy” in: From  KR’s diary, M iko ła j I I  i A leksandra , p. 183. The ts a r ’s b ro ther, George, also 
no ted  in  a  le tte r  to  N icholas II “I  hope yo u  w ill forgive me -  I  fe lt sligh tly  d isappoin ted  th a t it 
w as a  girl. I  w as g e ttin g  ready to retire  [to give up h is  function  of im p eria l heir], bu t it looks like 
I  w ill no t be able to do so fo r a  w hile”, G eorge’s le tte r  to N icky of 14 (2) Ju n e  1897 from  Abbas 
Tum an, ibidem . S im ilar a ttitu d e s  a re  found in  th e  le tte rs  w rit te n  by o th er m em bers of the 
ts a r ’s family, includ ing  ts a r in a  A lexandra  an d  Q ueen V ictoria, upon th e  b ir th  of successive 
d au g h te rs . Some of them , includ ing  G rand  D uke C o n stan tine  C onstantinovich , w rote a fte r 
M aria ’s b irth : “I  do regret th a t it w as no t a  boy. Poor A lix !  R u ss ia  w ill be so d isappo in ted  by this  
new s”. F rom  th e  d iary  of KR, 26 (14) Ju n e  1899, ibidem , p. 205.

7 See J . Sobczak, Cesarz M iko ła j II. M łodość i p ierw sze la ta  panow ania  1868-1900, P a r t  I 
-  Młodość, O lsztyn 1998, p. 326. About N icholas II see also idem , N icholas I I  -  the L a st Em peror 
o f  A ll  the R ussias: the s tudy  o f  personage a n d  the evolution o f  power, tran s la ted  by J . H etm an- 
-Pawlaczyk, O lsztyn 2010, p. 329.

http://www.angelfire.com/
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obligatory services for the imperial family in Orthodox and Catholic church­
es, members of the congregation raised their prayers to “His Highness the 
Almighty Great Monarch, Emperor and Autocrat o f All Russias, Our King 
Nicholas II  Alexandrovich” as well as “His Successor, the Revered Tsesarevich 
Grand Duke George Alexandrovich”8 . After George’s death in 1899, the 
throne was passed down to the Tsar’s younger brother, Grand Duke Mikhail, 
yet the issue of royal succession remained unresolved. Some grand dukes 
argued tha t neither George nor Mikhail had formally used the titles of 
tsesarevich and imperial heir. As noted by Grand Duke Constantine Con- 
stantinovich during a mourning service for George on the morning of 10 July 
(29 June) 1899: “the names o f the tsar, both tsarinas and the entire royal 
family were mentioned, but not a word was said about the heir to the throne”. 
The following statem ent found its way to the announcement of the tsarevi- 
ch’s death: “since God chose not to bless us with a son, under the sacred laws 
o f the Empire, the right o f succession to the Russian throne belongs to our 
dear brother, Grand Duke Mikhail’”9 . The announcement did not resolve the 
matter. The problem of succession resurfaced in late 1900 when Nicholas II 
was stricken down with typhoid fever during his stay in Crimea10. The issue 
was discussed at length by Count Sergei Witte and the tsar’s mother who 
complained tha t neither of her sons had the character or the will power 
required of a monarch11. An unrealistic suggestion was made to pass down 
the throne to Olga, the monarch’s oldest daughter. The m atter was discussed 
with Witte in the company of several ministers and Grand Duke Mikhail 
Nikolaevich. Mikhail’s candidacy was considered as the natural and formally 
acclaimed choice. The question remained, however, whether Mikhail should 
give up the throne if the tsarina, who was once again pregnant, would 
produce a male heir. Court speculators turned their attention to Alexander 
III’s younger brother and Nicholas II’s uncle, Grand Duke Vladimir Alexan­
drovich, and his children as potential successors to the imperial throne in 
the event of formal complications. Alexei’s birth put an end to those specula­
tions, but they had already reached tsarina Alexandra, making her resentful 
of Witte12.

In these circumstances, it does not come as a surprise tha t Alexandra 
Feodorovna was very anxious to give birth to a male heir. But to her great

8 M odlitw a  za  M onarchę i D om  Cesarski. K siążeczka m od litew na  do nabożeństw , b.m.w. 
[1895], pp. 496-499. See J . Sobczak, M iko ła j I I  -  osta tn i car, pp. 105-106.

9 F rom  th e  d ia ry  of KR, M iko ła j I I  i A leksandra , p. 206; Y. K udrina , Im p era tritsa  M aria  
Feodorovna Rom anova, (1847-1928 gg.). D nyevniki. P ism a. Vospominanya, Moscow 2000, p. 83.

10 M iko ła j I I  i A leksandra , pp. 219-222.
11 Y. K udrina , Im p era tritsa  M aria  Feodorovna.., p. 91. A lthough th e  book is excellently  

researched , th e  au th o r is w rong in  d a tin g  th e  ts a r ’s illness in  C rim ea to la te  1902.
12 See D. L ieven, N icholas II. E m peror o f  a ll the R ussias, London 1993, p. 162; M iko ła j I I  

i A leksa n d ra , p. 220; S. Y. W itte , Isbranye  vospom inanya , 1849-1911 gg., Moscow 1991, 
pp. 386-388 .
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disappointm ent, consecutive pregnancies produced daughters who could suc­
ceed to the throne only i f  all of the tsar’s m ale rela tives died or w ere  
rem oved from the line o f succession . In 1900, A lexandra took the advice of 
P rin cesses M ilica and A n astasia  of M ontenegro, the w ives of Grand D ukes  
N icholas and P eter N ikolaevich , and she becam e engaged in  occult practices 
and hypnosis th at w ere to guarantee the birth of a h ea lth y  son. The first 
alleged doctor who se t out to help the tsarin a  w as Philippe o f Lyons, France. 
The perform ed treatm en ts required P hilippe’s presence in  A lexandra’s pri­
vate quarters w hich fuelled gossip  about the tsarin a’s alleged affair. M aria  
Feodorovna, the tsar’s m other and w idow of A lexander III, dem anded th at  
the Frenchm an be ousted  from the court, but N icholas II w as unable to 
refuse h is w ife’s p leas to receive treatm en t in  w hich she vested  h igh  hopes. 
Philippe assured A lexandra th a t the position  of the stars guaranteed a m ale  
heir, but in  1901, the tsarin a  gave birth to the fourth daughter, A n astasia 13 . 
The ridiculed Frenchm an w as first replaced by yurodivy (“holy fool”) D im itri 
and la ter by D aria O sipow a who suffered from ep ilepsy and w as proclaim ed  
a prophet by the grand duchesses. N ext, for m any days, the tsar and h is wife 
prayed in  solitude by the grave of Seraphim  of Sarov. N icholas II deeply  
believed th a t i t  w as only th an k s to the sa in t’s assistan ce  th a t A lexandra’s 
fifth  pregnancy produced the long aw aited  m ale h eir14 . The birth of a son, 
a successor to the throne, cam e as a re lie f to R ussia’s political e lite s  who 
supported the m onarchy15 . A lready upon birth, the in fant w as g iven  the title  
of H is Im perial H ighness, tsesarevich , heir to the throne (the tsar’s brother, 
Grand D uke M ikhail, ceased to hold th is  title) and grand duke.

The im perial heir w as baptized on 3 Septem ber 1904 in  the Orthodox 
chapel at the P eterhof court. The cerem ony w as attended by num erous 
m em ber o f the tsar’s family, including h is great-grandfather, C hristian  IX of 
D enm ark, who w as 87 at the tim e. A lexei’s principal godparents w ere h is  
paternal grandm other, M aria Feodorovna, and Grand D uke A lexei A lexan­
drovich Romanov. H is other godparents included h is  e ld est sister, Grand 
D uchess Olga, h is great-grandfather C hristian  IX of D enm ark, the Prince of 
W ales Edward W indsor later K ing of E ngland as Edward II, W illiam  II 
H ohenzollern, K aiser of Germany, and Grand D uke A lexei A lexandrovich  
Romanov. N icholas II and A lexandra Feodorovna w ere not present because

13 E . R adziński, J a k  napraw dę zg in ą ł car M iko ła j II , tra n s la te d  by E. Siem aszkiewicz, 
W arszaw a 1994, pp. 88-90.

14 Ibidem , pp. 91-94.
15 The a tm osphere  th a t  accom panied th e  long w a itin g  an d  th e  gossip su rro u n d in g  th e  

tsa rev ich ’s b ir th  also  gave rise  to less joyous a tt i tu d e s  in  th e  public. A lexander Suvorin  quotes 
h is  ca rp en te r in  a  ra th e r  sp itefu l e n try  of h is  d ia ry  d a ted  31 Ju ly  1904: “C arpenter M ikhailov  
to ld  m e today: I ’m  r id in g  the tra in  to the city from  m y su m m er cottage. The passengers are 
ta lk in g  about the new ly born m onarch. Suddenly , a  m a n  says ou t loud: ‘Those R u ssia n s are 
strange. A  new  lice has in fested  their hair, it w ill soon sta rt biting, bu t they’re a ll happy.’ 
E veryone sudden ly  w ent quiet. I t  is su rprising  how  ca n d id  people can be about i t”. A. Suvorin, 
D ziennik, t ra n s la te d  by Je rzy  P ań sk i, W arszaw a 1975, p. 521.
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according to the Orthodox tradition, the parents do not attend  the ceremony. 
P ersonal confessor to the im perial family, father Ioann Yanishev, dipped the  
in fant in the baptism al font, evoking a loud cry of shock from the tsarevich  
w hen h is head  cam e into contact w ith  cold water.

A lexei’s birth w as celebrated w ith  revelry throughout the country. Ac­
cording to Sophie B uxhoeveden’s m em oirs, in a m anifesto issu ed  on the  
occasion, the tsar  granted m any favors to h is  subjects, including am nesties, 
shorter prison sentences, m edals and cash  p rizes16. The tsarevich  w as ap­
pointed com m ander o f several reg im ents formed in  h is  honor. A lexei m ade 
the im pression  of a strong and h ea lth y  boy upon birth. P ierre Gillard re­
ferred to h is stu d en t as a very lively  and even  naughty  child who w as more 
inclined to play than  study. B u t unlike h is sisters, A lexei w as not allow ed to 
play ten n is or ride a bicycle, and he sp en t m ost o f h is days under the 
w atchful eye o f two guards, sailor C lem ens N agorny and retired boatsw ain  
A ndrei D erevenko. A lexandra Feodorovna took personal care o f her son  
w hen he w as not feeling  w ell. In consequence, A lexei w as an extrem ely  
spoiled child, and any attem p ts a t in stillin g  in  h im  the principles o f court 
etiq u ette  ended in  failure. The tsarevich  openly m ocked h is  father’s gu ests  
w hen he w as allow ed to attend  official receptions. Som etim es, he w ould even  
jokingly slap the people who bowed before him  in  greetin g17. A lexei w as  
a w him sical child who gave frequent d isp lays o f rude behavior. W hen the  
tsarevich  w as 6, he saw  A lexander Izvolsky, the m in ister o f foreign affairs, 
w aitin g  outside the tsar’s office. The m an did not rise from h is chair at the 
sight o f Alexei. The boy, com pletely taken  aback by the lack of respect to which  
he had been accustom ed, approached Izvolsky and reprim anded him  loudly: 
“when the heir to the Russian throne enters the room, people have to rise”18.

A lexei w as tenderly called Sunsh in e, A gunyushek, L ittle M an or Baby by 
h is parents. Several w eeks after birth, he w as d iagnosed w ith  hem ophilia, 
the disease o f kings, w hich he had inherited  from h is mother, the carrier of 
a defective gene, and from h is m aternal great-grandm other, Q ueen Victoria. 
The d isease w as incurable at the tim e, and the young m onarch w as con stan t­
ly  a t risk  o f prem ature death. The first sym ptom s o f hem ophilia , a sudden  
bleeding th a t w as very difficult to staunch, surfaced w hen A lexei w as only  
6 w eeks old19.

16 S. B uxhoeveden, The R usso-Japanese W ar a n d  the B ir th  o f  A lexis, W ikipedia. Alexei 
Suvorin, w ho w as very critica l abou t th e  ts a r  in  h is  diary, noted  w ith  sarcasm  th a t  on th e  
joyous occasion of th e  tsa rev ich ’s b ap tism , th e  m onarch  did no t announce th e  R u ssian  fleet’s 
an o th e r defeat in  th e  w a r ag a in s t Ja p a n . H e w as re fe rrin g  to  th e  sink ing  of th e  R u ss ian  cru iser 
Novik n e a r Sakhalin : “Defeats a n d  disasters are no t acknow ledged w hen the tsar is rejoicing”. 
See A. Surovin, D ziennik, p. 530.

17 G. K ing, P. W ilson: The Fate o f  the R om anovs. Jo h n  W iley an d  Sons, 2003, p. 53; 
E. H eresch: M iko ła j II. “Tchórzostwo, k łam stw o  i zd ra d a ”. G dynia  1995, p. 138.

18 R. K. M assie, M ikołaj i A leksandra, tran s la ted  by K. Kwiatkowski, W arszaw a 1995, p. 126.
19 M iko ła j I I  i A leksa n d ra , p. 271; D nyevniki Im peratora, p. 228.
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On the third day, the blood flow from the navel stopped com pletely, but 
in  the m onths and years th a t followed, every tim e the toddler, and la ter the 
little  boy, tripped and fell, h is  arm s and legs w ould becom e covered w ith  
bruises and bum ps th at turned into blue sw ellings. The blood under the boy’s 
sk in  w ould not clot. W hen he w as three and a half, A lexei tripped and h it h is 
face w hich sw elled  so profoundly th a t he w as unable to open h is  eyes. A t one 
point, the parents had to becom e reconciled w ith  the sad tru th  th a t the long- 
aw aited  heir to the throne suffered from hem ophilia. The d isease w as long  
kept secret, and A lexei’s personal physician  w as the only m em ber o f the  
court who knew  the truth. B ut no secret can be kept eternally, especia lly  i f  it 
concerns a m onarch and those closest to him . W ith tim e, it becam e obvious 
th at the tsarevich  suffered from a h ea lth  problem. The carefully guarded  
secret w as gradually revealed  to a broader public, although it  w as not offi­
cia lly  com m unicated for a long tim e. Rum ors began  to spread. A lready in  
m id D ecem ber 1904, A lexandra Bogdanovich, the general’s w ife and a re­
now ned scandalm onger in  the royal court and not only, w rote in  her m em oirs 
th a t she had overheard Boris Stürm er, an in flu en tia l politician, la ter the 
R ussian  prim e m inister, ta lk  about the tsarevich’s hereditary d isease. She  
did not m ention the nam e of the ailm ent, but w ent on to add th at a surgeon  
w as perm anently  stationed  in  the court on account o f the d isease20. The gene 
responsible for the blood clotting  disorder w as passed  down by m others to 
their  sons (tsarina  A lexandra w as the granddaughter of Q ueen Victoria, 
a hem ophilia  carrier)21. E very sk in  cut and nose b leed posed a th reat to 
A lexei’s life, but jo in t b leed ing w as the m ost painful and alm ost crippling  
experience. The tsarevich’s illn ess  severely  depressed h is mother. E ver since  
the d isease had been  discovered, A lexandra devoted every m inute o f her life  
to A lexei, even  at the expense o f her daughters. The life o f the entire fam ily  
becam e focused on the heir. U n ited  in  their  concern for A lexei’s w ell-being, 
m em bers o f the fam ily iso lated  th em selves from social life  and its  elites. 
Pierre Gillard, the tsarevich’s S w iss tutor, recalled  th at the atm osphere in  
tsar’s court w as largely  dependent on A lexei’s h ea lth  and mood on a given  
day. For as long as it  w as possible, the tsar’s fam ily concealed the boy’s 
d isease, even  from the servants and the children’s tutors, and w hen  the  
secret finally  cam e out, th ey  never told the entire tru th  about the severity  of 
h is condition and h is attacks. A lexei w as fully aware o f the state of h is health  
and the fact that he could die. D uring attacks o f hem ophilia, he welcom ed the 
possibility of death as the m uch coveted relief from h is suffering22.

20 A. Bogdanowicz, Tri p o sle d n ik h  sam odyertsa . D nyevn ik, forew ord by A. Bokhanov, 
Moscow 1990, p. 313.

21 See J . Thorw ald, Krew królów. D ram atyczne dzieje hem ofilii w europejskich rodach  
książęcych, t ra n s la te d  by  K. Jach im czak , K raków  1994, p. 230.

22 “W hen I  die, it w on’t h u r t any more, w ill it, m um ?,” he  ask ed  one day. W hen he s ta r te d  
to  recover several days later, he  told h is  p a ren ts: “W hen I  die, b u ild  me a  little  tom b o f  stones in  
the p a rk .” G. K ing, Im p era tritsa  A lexa n d ra ...,  p. 238.
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A lexei received  a w ell-rounded  ed u cation , and he grew  to becom e  
a handsom e and energetic young m an w ith  a lively  disposal, m any ta len ts  
and in terests. The tsarevich’s French tutor, P ierre Gillard, left behind de­
tailed  m em oirs w hich he wrote only after the revolution of 1917. In itially  
published in  E nglish , th ey  w ere la ter  tran sla ted  into m any lan gu ages, in ­
c lud ing  an abridged version  in  P o lish 2 3 . “Alexei was the center o f this united 
family, the focus o f all its hopes and affections. His sisters worshipped him. 
He was his parents’ pride and joy. When he was well, the palace was trans­
formed. Everyone and everything in it seemed bathed in sunshine,” wrote 
G illard2 4 .

J u st  like h is  father, A lexei loved m ilitary parades. U pon birth, he w as  
appointed h etm an  o f all Cossack regim ents, and he received a Cossack u n i­
form, com plete w ith  a fur hat, boots and a dagger. In the sum m er, he donned  
the uniform  o f a sailor from the tsar’s fleet. A lexei w as a very m usical child. 
H is sisters p layed the piano, but he had a preference for the balalaika. He 
enjoyed p laying w ith  pets.

N icholas liked to show  h is son off before the gu ests, em p h asizin g  his 
good looks. The tsar som etim es took A lexei w ith  h im  to regim ent parades. 
The am used soldiers w ould cheer Hurray, and A lexei w ould sm ile sw eetly. It 
seem ed th a t after the rather unfortunate reign o f N icholas II, who despite  
m any reform s and the successfu l transform ation o f R ussia  from a tyrannical 
sta te  to a nearly constitu tional m onarchy w as unable to gain  social acclaim , 
a w ise, energetic and popular m onarch w ould finally  ascend the R ussian  
throne. There w as ju st  one problem  -  the above-m entioned disease.

D ue to hem ophilia , A lexei grew  up under the close supervision  of nurses. 
W hen he turned 5, physicians recom m ended th a t the young tsarevich  be 
placed in  the care o f two m ale nurses, and sailors D erevenko and Nagorny  
were given  the job. Their duty w as to keep the boy safe from any physical 
injury, and they often took him  for w alks in  the park and carriage rides. In  
som e periods o f h is childhood, A lexei seem ed to be free o f the d isease, and he 
w ould play boisterously w ith  his sisters. H e w as a loud, lively  and naughty  
child, but he also enjoyed serious conversations w ith  adults. Like m any boys 
o f h is age, A lexei collected treasures such as nails, p ieces o f string and  
pebbles in  h is  pockets. G illiard w rote in  h is m em oirs: “Alexei [—] was tall for 
his age. He had an oval, beautifully carved face with delicate features, auburn 
hair with a coppery glint and large grey-blue eyes like his mother’s. He was 
a cheerful child, and he enjoyed life whenever he could. Alexei was a happy, 
mischievous boy. His preferences were not sophisticated, and he never drew

23 Im pera tor N iko la y  I I  i yevo sem ya (Peterhof, sen tyabr 1905 -  Yekaterinburg, m ay 1918). 
Po lichnym  vospom inanyam  P. Z ih lara , byvsheho n a sta vn ika  nasled n ika  A lexeya N iko laevicha , 
forew ord by  S.D. Sazonov, V ienna 1921, re p rin ted  in  Mowcow 1991; P. Zhiliar, Im pera tor  
N iko lay  I I  i yevo sem ya, Mowcow 1992; P. G illiard, Tragiczny los cara M iko ła ja  I I  i jego  rodziny, 
tra n s la te d  by  J .  P. Zajączkowski, W arszaw a 1990.

24 R obert K. M assie, N icholas a n d  A lexandra , Dell P u b lish in g  Co., 1967, p. 137.
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false satisfaction from his position o f imperial heir which was the last thing 
on his mind. [—] He was very bright and inquisitive, he took a lively interest in 
everything. Sometimes, he would take me by surprise by asking questions 
which showed that he was mature beyond his age, sensitive and highly intui­
tive’”2 5 . T his is  not to im ply th a t A lexei w as unaw are o f h is special sta tu s in  
the family. D uring form al occasions, he w ould occupy the sea t by h is  father’s 
side. The crowds in  the streets would greet him  w ith  joyful cheers Tsesarevich, 
successor to the throne. P assers-by  would gather around A lexei in  hope of 
touching him , and delegations o f p easan ts would drop to their  k n ees before 
the tsarevich. It w as A lexei, and not h is  sisters, who received regim ental 
delegations and w as show ered w ith  gifts.

D esp ite the above, A lexei w as generally  an obedient child, and he would  
succum b to h is  s isters’ authority w ithout m uch protest. L ively and curious as 
little  boys are, he rarely rem em bered to exercise caution  during play. He 
could not come to term s w ith  the fact th a t unlike h is peers, he w as deprived  
o f m any p leasures o f boyhood. A lexei w as not allow ed to ride the bicycle as it 
en ta iled  a sign ificant risk  o f falling. He ignored all bans and orders. In 
addition to h is  natural desire to play, it  w as also h is  w ay of protesting  
aga in st the excessive care o f h is  over-protective parents and tutors. D uring  
the tsar’s inspection  o f the palace guard, A lexei took everyone by surprise by 
riding an  appropriated bicycle into the center o f the palace square. To m ake 
up for all the p leasures o f childhood th a t A lexei w as denied, h is  parents tried  
to bribe him  w ith  expensive and safe gifts. The boy’s room w as filled w ith  
extraordinary toys, but they could never com pensate for unbridled fun ou t­
doors. A lexei’s education w as frequently interrupted on account of h is  d is­
ease, and the boy grew  to be som ew hat lazy w ithout m uch in terest in  books. 
He w as in tellectu ally  m ature beyond h is age, and he w as able to produce 
a clever and w itty  riposte th a t testified  to the depth o f h is thought and  
judgm ent. He liked to th in k  and wonder. W hen asked w h at he w as th in k in g  
about, he w ould answ er th a t he enjoyed the sun  and the beauty o f sum m er  
as long as he could because one o f th ese days, he could be prevented from  
doing it. A lexei w as a clever boy, but like h is  sisters, save for Olga, he w as 
a relu ctan t academ ic. He often asked p en etrating  questions th a t testified  to 
an in te llect w ell beyond h is years. D ue to h is  d isease, he w as brought up in  
greater iso lation  than  the tsar’s rem ain ing  children. N ext to h is  parents, the  
youngest o f h is sisters, A nastasia , w as the fam ily m em ber he fe lt c losest to.

Yevgeny Botkin, privat-docent a t the M ilitary M edical Academ y in  P e­
tersburg, w as the court physician  for the tsar’s fam ily who w as m uch liked  
by N icholas’ children. The P eterhof Palace and the im perial residence in  
Tsarskoye Selo w ere also v isited  by specia lists. V ladim ir D erevenko, a young  
doctor, personally attended to A lexei w hen  h is d isease took a worse turn. 
D erevenko’s daughter, Tatiana, wrote exten sively  in  her m em oirs about the

25 Z  pa m ię tn ikó w  Pierre’a  G illiarda, in: M iko ła j I I  i A leksandra , p. 402.
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respect th a t A lexei and the entire im perial fam ily bestow ed upon the court 
physicians, including B otkin26.

The constant fears th a t A lexei m ight be k illed  by the th en  incurable  
d isease contributed to the m uch overrated influence o f Grigori R asputin, 
a self-proclaim ed prophet, drunk and debaucher, in  the im perial court. R as­
putin  w as purported to have supernatural powers (w hich are exp lained  by 
parapsychology today) th at gave h im  the ab ility  to a llev iate  pain  and stop 
bleeding27. A lexandra Feodorovna believed th a t R asputin  could heal A lexei 
even  from a distance by speaking to the boy on the telephone or sending  
a soothing telegram . Skeptics attribute R asputin’s h ea lin g  powers to hypno­
sis. R asputin  had a considerable influence on A lexandra who turned a deaf 
ear to any reports about h is scandalizing life sty le  and disastrous influence  
on the im perial fam ily’s reputation. A lexandra Feodorovna believed th at only  
R asputin  could heal her son28. The suggestion  th at tsarevich  A lexei w as the 
son of s ta re ts  G rigori, m ade by M axim  Gorky in  a letter to h is friend A lexan­
der A m fiteatrov in  191429, is  com pletely absurd. R asputin  had been  nowhere 
near the im perial court w hen A lexei w as born in  1904.

The absolute tru st th at the neurotic and superstitious tsarin a  A lexandra  
had vested  in  R asputin  w hom  she believed  to be the only m an capable of 
keep ing  her beloved son alive, her ignorance of any evidence th at pointed to 
R asputin’s im m oral behavior and corrupt political practices underm ined the  
public’s trust in  the im perial family. R asputin’s in fluence tends to be exag­
gerated in  literature, but he undoubtedly exercised  som e control over the  
tsar’s family, and he w as responsib le for the d ism issa l of at lea st two succes­
sive prim e m in isters, Pyotr Stolypin  and V ladim ir K okovtsov30. The above 
could su b stan tia te  a h ypothesis th at i f  it  w ere not for A lexei’s birth and  
hem ophilia  w hich in itia ted  th is  chain  of unfortunate even ts and dem onic  
forces, i f  it  w ere not for R asputin’s contribution to a llev ia tin g  A lexei’s suffer­
ing  and the influence he exercised  on A lexandra and N icholas, i f  it  w ere not 
for the m ystic healer’s a ttem pts to underm ine the reputation  of the tsarist  
family, especially  during World War I, the R ussian  m onarchy would have

26 See T. M ielnik  (R azhdyennaya B otkina), Vosopm inanya o tsarskoy sem lye i yevo zh izn y  
do e posle revalutsyi, Moscow 1993, p. 208.

27 For a  b ro a d er reference , see E. R adzińsk i, R a sp u tin , t r a n s la te d  by  E. M adejski, 
W arszaw a 2000, p. 408.

28 E. H eresch , M iko ła j II. Tchórzostwo, k łam stw o  i zdrada , G dynia 1995, pp. 241-242, 
260, 278; E. R adziński, J a k  napraw dę z g i n ą ł . ,  pp. 252, 266.

29 Literaturnoye nasledtsvo , Vol. 95: Gorky e ruskaya  zh u rn a lis tka  nachala  X X  vyeku , 
Moscow 1988, p. 453.

30 W .N. Kokovtsov, Is moyevo proshlovo. Vospom inanya 1911-1919, selection, ed., foreword 
by S.A. Volkh, Moscow 1991, pp. 410-418; A.P. Borodin, Sto lyp in , R eform y vo im ya  R asyi, 
Moscow 2004; J .  Sobczak, Postać G riszki R a sp u tin a  w świetle osta tn ich  p u b lika c ji h istorycz­
nych, in: J . Sobczak, Rosyjskie ścieżki Klio. Wybór szkiców  i esejów historycznych oraz fra g m en ­
tów “D zien n ika ” A u to ra  w ydany  z  okazji jego 75. rocznicy urodzin, Pu łtusk-W arszaw a 2007, pp. 
155-167.



152 Jan Sobczak

survived for m any m ore years, and the reforms in itia ted  by A lexander II and  
N icholas II would have advanced R u ssia ’s industrial, civilization  and social 
developm ent.

W hen A lexei w as around 8 or 9, N icholas II began  to prepare him  for his 
duties o f a monarch. H e w ould take A lexei to m eetings w ith  governm ent 
m inisters and m ilitary com m anders, and he forced the boy to w ear a gala  
uniform  w hich is  som eth ing th a t A lexei quickly grew  fond of. From his  
earliest years, A lexei spoke only R ussian , and his parents in stilled  in  him  
a love for R u ssian  cu isine, folk art and costum es. A dvised by Gillard, they  
ceased  to control A lexei’s every m ove in  hope o f teach ing  their  son to becom e 
responsible for h is  own safety. W ith age, A lexei suffered few er life-threaten­
ing  attacks o f hem ophilia. The m ost serious occurrence took place in  the fall 
o f 1912 w hen the Tsar and h is fam ily w ere a t their h u n tin g  lodge in  Spala, 
near the K ozienice Prim eval F orest in  Poland. A lexei injured him self, and  
the bruising caused  a blood infection. The tsarevich  w as in  suffering for 11 
days, and the doctors began preparing h is parents for the worst. An official 
sta tem en t about A lexei’s condition w as published. D uring daily prayers for 
the tsesarevich , the lodge w as surrounded by crowds o f P olish  p easants  
w eep ing for a sick child31. A lexei recovered only after R asputin’s inexp lica­
ble, rem ote in tervention. Prim e m in ister  K okovtsov gave a detailed  account 
o f those b leak days in  h is m em oirs. H e wrote th at all R u ssian  officials had  
been  frozen still, as if  w a itin g  for A lexei’s death  th a t w ould u ltim ately  lead  
to a national tragedy. E ven  Kokovtsov did not have the heart to send  urgent 
paperwork to the m onarch, although A lexei’s illn ess coincided w ith  elections  
to the Fourth S tate D um a, and the tsar’s a tten tion  w as required to analyze  
the potentia l d istribution o f political forces in  the new  parliam ent32. The 
above exam ple dem onstrates th at in  a country w here the autocratic system  
had been  abolished, although N icholas II undoubtedly continued to exercise  
his power in  an autocratic style, the health  of the im perial fam ily’s member 
had a staggering effect on state affairs. In an attem pt to celebrate A lexei’s 
recovery and, as N icholas told Kokovtsov in  Spala, to do som e good, the tsar  
pardoned m em bers o f the security service who, during Kiev celebrations of 
Septem ber 1911, failed to preem pt an assassination  attem pt on Pyotr Stolypin, 
General Pavel Kurlov, deputy m inister o f the interior and com m ander of the  
Gendarm es, N ikolai K ulabka, C hief o f the K iev O khranka, M itrofan Verigin, 
deputy director o f the police departm ent and a ss is ta n t to G eneral Kurlov, 
and G eneral A lexander Spiridovich, ch ief o f the tsar’s personal police33.

A lexei’s d isease had serious consequences for the im perial succession  
procedure in  the Rom anov dynasty. The rum ors about the heir’s prem ature

31 Y.W. K udrina , Im p era tritsa  M aria  Feodorovna, p. 134.
32 W .N. Kokovtsov, Is  moyevo proshlovo, p. 166.
33 Ibidem , p. 175. See also: L. Bazylow, O statnie la ta  R osji carskiej. R zą d y  S tołypina, 

W arszaw a 1972, pp. 448-450.
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death  forced N icholas’ brother, Grand D uke M ikhail, to take decisive action. 
M ikhail w ould assu m e the throne in  the even t o f A lexei’s death. The Grand 
D uke w as convinced th a t under these circum stances, the im perial fam ily  
w ould never consent to h is m arriage w ith  N ata lia  W ulfert-Brasova, the 
former w ife of an ordinary cavalry captain, who had been  tw ice divorced. In 
1908, M ikhail fell p assion ately  in  love w ith  N ata lia  who gave birth to their  
son, George, already in  Ju ly  o f th at year. On 31 October 1912, M aria Feodor- 
ovna, the tsa r’s widow, received a letter from Cannes: “My Dear Mother! [—] 
My heart is heavy with the news I  have to share with you [—], but two weeks 
ago, I  married Natalia Sergeyevna. I  might have never taken that step i f  it 
were not for little Alexei’s illness”34 . The w edding cerem ony took place at the  
Serbian Orthodox Church in  V ienna. M ikhail notified the tsar of h is  m orga­
natic m arriage. N icholas II refused to acknow ledge it, he banned M ikhail 
from re-entering R ussia, he d ism issed  him  from all posts in  the arm y and  
exercised  other sanctions, including financial. M ikhail’s m arriage to N ata lia  
w as leg itim ized  only after the outbreak o f World War I. M ikhail w as allow ed  
to return to R ussia  and continue h is  service in  the army. N ata lia  and their  
son were granted the noble title  o f B rasov counts35.

After the outbreak o f World War I and N icholas II’s rise to the post of 
C hief C om m ander o f the R ussian  Army, the tsar w illingly  took A lexei to the  
G eneral H eadquarters. The boy w as fascinated  by adult life, w ar and the  
com pany o f m en w hich differed radically from the predom inantly fem ale  
surroundings in  Tsarskoye Selo. W earing the arm y uniform , he took a great 
in terest in  cannons, riflem en train ing, he strolled down the trenches and  
other fortifications and learned more about daily life in  the army. A lexei 
accom panied h is father during trips to d islocated regim en ts o f the army. In 
recognition o f h is  v is it  to the south-w estern  regim ent th a t w as stationed  
near the area o f m ilitary operations, he received a 4th class Order o f St. 
George as w ell as h is  first and la st  m ilitary rank o f corporal. The soldiers  
w arm ed tow ards the little  boy, their  future m onarch, who liked to play  
a soldier. Those experiences and the aw areness o f the deadly r isk s carried by 
hem ophilia  m ade A lexei more serious and sen sitive to other people’s needs.

In M arch 1917, N icholas II decided to abdicate in  favor o f tsesarevich  
A lexei, and proclaim ed h is brother, Grand D uke M ikhail Romanov, as the  
regent. N icholas signed  the m anifesto on the n igh t o f 15 (2) to 16 (3) March 
under w hich a 13-year-old boy would becom e the ruler o f a g ian t em pire. 
G eneral Ruzsky, p leased  th at the m onarch had easily  m ade a h istoric deci­
sion, presented  N icholas II w ith  an abdication sta tem en t from the G eneral 
H eadquarters. N icholas signed  it. The clock struck 3 p.m ., and the docum ent 
w as dated 15 March. In line w ith  the law  o f im perial succession , the R ussian

34 E. R adzinski, R a spu tin , tra n s la te d  by  E. M adejski, W arszaw a 2000, p. 181.
35 The title  re fers to  th e  g ran d  du k e’s e s ta te  in  th e  Orlov governorate. See W .I. Fiedorc- 

zienko, R a siysky  Im pera torsky i D om  e yevropeyskye m onarkh i, Moscow 2006, pp. 193-194.
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throne would be passed down from father to son. But Petrograd officials 
insisted tha t the abdication statement be signed by witnesses. Alexander 
Guchkov and Vasil Shulgin, deputies to the Fourth Duma, were dispatched 
to Nicholas, and the document was not to be published before their return. 
While the deputies were on their way, Nicholas had the time to rethink his 
decision and answer a question tha t had been long occupying his mind: 
should he place the burden of power on the arms of his underage and sick 
son in those troubled times? He had a long and honest talk with the court 
surgeon, Professor Sergei Feodorov36, who further asserted Nicholas’ fears 
tha t Alexei was not a prime candidate for imperial monarch on account of his 
disease and the probability of premature death. The surgeon also pointed out 
tha t the young monarch would have to be separated from the family to 
prevent his dethroned parents from influencing his decisions. As the result of 
this sad consultation, the tsar changed his initial decision to make Alexei his 
successor and his brother Mikhail the regent. Having arrived from Petrograd 
which was engulfed by the revolution, Guchkov delivered an elaborate expla­
nation relating to the abdication statement. The tsar interrupted him, saying 
tha t the abdication statem ent had already been drafted but in a new, 
changed form. Nicholas II abdicated the throne on behalf of himself and his 
13-year-old son, tsarevich Alexei, nominating his brother, Mikhail, to succeed 
him. “Since We do not wish to part from Our beloved son, We transmit the 
succession to Our brother, Grand Duke Mikhail Alexandrovich, and give Him  
Our blessing to mount the Throne of the Russian Empire,” read the state­
ment37.

The statement spurred controversy and criticism among the monarchists 
who argued tha t Nicholas had no right to abdicate and deprive his underage 
son of the right to succession. Nikolai Basily, Director of the Diplomatic 
Chancellery at the General Headquarters of the Chief Commander of the 
Russian Army, who drafted the first version of the abdication statement, did 
not hide his indignation: “The tsarevich’s ascension to the throne was the only 
measure that could have stopped the revolution. The young Alexei Nikolaevich 
would have been backed not only by law, but also by the army and the na- 
tion”3 8 . Perhaps this would have been the case. Sergei Sazanov, former (until 
1916) minister of external affairs, confessed to the French ambassador, Mau­
rice Paleoloque, that: “I  do not need to assure you o f my love and dedication to 
the tsar” -  he said with tears in his eyes. ”But until my dying day, I  shall 
never forgive him for abdicating in his son’s name. He hadn’t the least right to 
do it. Is there a law anywhere in the world that can deprive a minor o f his

36 N ot w ith  Yevgeny B otkin, as claim ed by  M ikhail H eller in  H istoria  Im p eriu m  rosyj­
skiego.

37 A k t  abdykacji M iko ła ja  II, in: M iko ła j I I  i A leksandra , p. 571. E n g lish  tran s la tio n : 
W ikipedia, h ttp ://en .w ikipedia .org/w iki/N icholas_II_of_R ussia . V arious Po lish  tra n s la tio n s  of 
th is  docum ent a re  cited in  m any  publications.

38 J .  Sobczak, M iko ła j I I  -  o sta tn i car Rosji, p. 524.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nicholas_II_of_Russia
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rights?"39  To th is  day, the R ussian  m onarchists continue to argue th a t the  
abdication sta tem en t signed on A lexei’s b eh a lf w as illega l because it  violated  
the law  of im perial succession , y e t in  their ind ignation , th ey  fail to account 
for the fear of a father who trem bled at the very thought of parting w ith  h is  
son. The tragedy th a t occurred in  the b asem en t of the special purpose house  
in  Y ekaterinburg on the n igh t o f 16 to 17 Ju ly  1918 could not have been  
foreseen by the b est strateg ist. The story of th is  atrocious murder, com m itted  
92 years ago, has been  w idely d iscussed  in  m any publications, and there is  
no need to repeat the details. L et m e only say th a t A lexei w as two w eeks shy  
of h is fourteenth  birthday w hen he w as m urdered4 0 .

The search for the bodies of the tsar’s family, in  particular the tsesarevich, 
continued for a very long tim e. The R om anovs’ rem ains w ere discovered in  
June 1991, and th ey  w ere buried in  St. P eter and P au l’s C athedral in  St. 
Petersburg on 17 June 1998. The excavated rem ains w ere never officially  
identified  as those o f A lexei and h is s ister  M aria, however. Their skeleton  
fragm ents w ere found only in  A ugust 2007 near the m ass graves w here the  
rem ain ing bodies had been  buried.

The long search for A lexei’s rem ains and personal belongings fuelled  
rum ors about h is m iraculous survival and escape from Yekaterinburg. As 
a resu lt o f th is, there have been  m en who pretended to be the tsarevich, 
am ong them  M ichał G oleniew ski, a h igh-ranking official o f the secret service 
in  socia list Poland, who em igrated to W estern Europe and proclaim ed h im ­
se lf  the son of former tsar N icholas II41 . There is also the sen sation a l version  
by the three R u ssian  authors o f The E scape o f  A lexei42  who claim ed that 
A lexei had m iraculously survived the execution  and w en t on to live as

39 Ibidem . The orig ina l sto ry  of th e  ts a r ’s abdication , enforced by a  plo t of S tav k a  generals 
h eaded  by M ikhail Alexeiev, and  a n  in te re s tin g  p o rtra it of A lexei as th e  im p eria l successor is 
given by: V. Kobylin, A natom ya  ismyeni. Im perator N iko lay I I  e G yeneral-adyutant M. V. Alexeiev, 
ed. L. E. Bolotin, Istok i antim onarkh icheskovo  zagovora, S .-P ie te rbu rg  1998, pp. 288-335.

40 See S. P. M ielgunow, S u d b a  im peratora N iko la ya  I I  posle otryechenya, New York 1991, 
pp. 422; V. V. Alexeiev, Ghibel tsarskoy semly: m ify  e ryalnost, N oviye doku m en ty  o tragedi na  
Urale, Y ekaterinburg  1993; E .E . Alfieriew, P ism a  tsarskoy sem ly is zatochenya, Jo rdanv ille  
1984; P. B enckendorf, L a s t days o f  Tsarskoe Selo, L ondon 1927; Y. B ogosłow skaja, Tayna  
tsesazhevicha: d lih n a y a  doroga k  istnye, P iK , 8 F e b ru a ry  1997, No. 8(747); Y. B uranov, 
V. K hrustalov, G hibel tsarskovo dom a, M oskwa 1992; Y. Buranov, V. K hrustalov, U hbeytsy tsara. 
U hnichtozhenye d in a sty i, Moscow 1997; Tayna tsarskeh ostankov. M ateryali nauchnoy konfer- 
entsy “P aslednaya  stra n itsa  istoryi tsarskoy semyi: itogi isuchenya Yekaterinburhskoy tregedyi", 
Y ekaterinburg  1994; P. Zylhiar, Trahicheskaya su h d b a  ruhskoy  im peratorskoy fa m ily i, Tallin 
1921.

41 See Z. S iem iątkow ski: W yw iad a  w ładza. W yw iad cyw ilny w system ie spraw ow ania  
w ładzy  po litycznej PRL, W arszaw a 2009, pp. 93-97 , 151-153.

42 G.B. Egorov, I.B. Lysenko, V.V. Petrov, Spasenye tsarevicha Alexeia. Istoriko-krim inali- 
sticheskaya rekonstruk tsya  rastryela tsarskoy sem ly, St. P e te rsb u rg  1998, pp. 288. The sto ry  of 
th e  alleged escape of th e  t s a r ’s children , including Alexei, ex ists in  d ifferen t versions. See 
A.N. G riann ik , Zaveshchanye N iko la ya  II ,  p a r t  I-II, R iga 1993; N. Wojtowicz, Sehodnya  ka h zd y  
delayet vybor. In terview  s im peratorem  N iko layem  III, Kaleidoscope, Ja n u a ry /F eb ru a ry  1997, 
No. 5(236), p. 5.



156 Jan Sobczak

a provincial teacher o f geography under the nam e o f V asil K senfontovich  
F ila tov . According to the authors, F ilatov had revealed h is true id en tity  to 
h is children and fam ily shortly before he died in  1988. The assum ption  that 
a provincial teacher w as the escaped m onarch is  h igh ly  im probable, even  
im possib le, but it  cannot be ruled out. The tsar’s fam ily w ere m urdered and  
their  bodies w ere transported to the grave at n ight and in  com plete organi­
zational chaos w here anyth in g  could happen. M ost o f the guards w ere drunk. 
It should also be noted th a t R ussia  h as a strong and h istorically  rooted  
tradition  o f “sam osvan ets”, im postors who appear from now here and m ake 
claim s to the R ussian  throne43.

43 A cu rre n t m an ifes ta tio n  of th e  e n d u rin g  m y th  of su rv iva l of m em bers of th e  Im peria l 
Fam ily  is a  book by th e  p rom inen t R u ss ian  h is to ria n  V lad len  S iro tk in , en titled : A n a sta ssia  ili 
ko m u  vygoden m i f  o gibeli R om anovykh , M oskva 2010, p. 255.


