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It is my profound conviction that apart from the literature of the last two centuries and, perhaps, the architecture of the former capital, the only other thing Russia can be proud of is its Navy’s history. Not because of its spectacular victories, of which there have been rather few, but because of the nobility of spirit that has informed its enterprise.

—JOSEPH BRODSKY, IN A ROOM AND A HALF








Foreword


THE MODERN WORLD WAS BORN AT THE TURN OF THE LAST CEN-tury. Correspondence gave way to telephone conversation. Electric lights added spirit to the most despondent dumps. Steel and steam ousted wood and sail. The globe became united not by roads but by cable—international telegraph, the initial prototype of the World Wide Web. No element remained unconquered; planes conquered space, submarines the deep sea.

There were also more sinister accessories of modernity. In South Africa, the British built the first concentration camps. Physicists in Paris were exploring radioactivity. Narcotics, until then available only in the Orient and to the unhappy few in the West, began spreading worldwide. Means of manslaughter—gun shells, bombs, mines, and torpedoes—multiplied in a fierce arms race. Theoreticians of totalitarian terror, like Lenin, developed strategies of political cannibalism.

It was at the turn of the last century when the Russo-Japanese War occurred. It went on for twenty months in 1904–1905 and resulted in unprecedented human losses and material destruction. Hundreds of thousands were killed, dozens of ships were sunk, hundreds of settlements were raided, looted, and devastated. It was the first war of the modern age.

It is largely forgotten in the West, ousted by memories of another military holocaust—World War Two. When in 2000 a British poet published a long poem about the battle of Tsushima, a reviewer in the Times Literary Supplement wondered why the poet had chosen such a subject. At most, the newspapers might report on an exhibition in Washington, D.C., of the Japanese propaganda woodblock prints related to that war or on the treasure hunt involving one of the sunken Russian ships in the Sea of Japan. Shares of a bankrupt South Korean construction company surged 41 percent in one week after the company spread a rumor about its intent to salvage the Dmitri Donskoi  cruiser, having generously ascribed her with the most impossible hoard of gold, 14,000 metric tons. The latter story is quite exemplary. Boldly exploiting the shroud of oblivion surrounding not only the humble cruiser but also the whole war in question, the company hadn’t bothered to check the Dmitri Donskoi’s specifications. In fact, she was a very old and slow ship, one of the notorious clunkers with which the Russian sailors were so frustrated—a very unlikely candidate to be entrusted with transporting a tenth of all the gold ever mined in the world, not to mention that even though Tsar Nicholas II was rather thickheaded, he would never have ordered the transport of such a large amount of gold by ship from St. Petersburg to Vladivostok when he had the Trans-Siberian Railroad at his disposal.

But if the rest of the world forgot about the 1904–1905 war, Japan and Russia did not. The victory of the former and the defeat of the latter shaped the two countries’ histories. To Japan, the war of 1904–1905 delivered hegemony in continental East Asia, which lasted until 1945. This victory also boosted the Japanese national ego enormously; it was the first time an Asian nation had defeated a European power. To Russia, the defeat brought revolution, which eventually developed into the dark tsardom of Bolshevism; peasants and workers rebelled against the government, which kept sending them into the hellish furnace of war without the slightest prospect of winning it, while defiantly exhibiting the two worst features of autocracy—ineffectiveness and corruptness.

The naval battle at the Tsushima Islands in the Korea Strait, separating Japan from mainland Asia, was the pinnacle of that war. It stands among the top five naval battles of human history, equal to those of Lepanto, Trafalgar, Jutland, and Midway. The admiral who led the Japanese fleet at Tsushima, Togo Heihachiro, is still unanimously praised as an unsurpassed military genius—not only in history books but also on the Internet, where numerous sites reverently describe him and his battleship, the Mikasa. As for Russians, ships traveling through the Sea of Japan still put wreaths on the waves when passing through the Korea Strait. The remains of thousands of Russian sailors are lying on the sea bottom there, within and around the battered hulls of battleships, cruisers, and torpedo boats.

At some point, an author is invariably asked how and why he became interested in the subject. The origins of my interest are pretty conventional. Thirty years ago, as a boy growing up in the coastal town of Yalta on the Black Sea, I discovered an old book in my grandmother’s closet. Like everything else in that murky comfortable space, it smelled of cherry preserves and dust. It was a book about Tsushima. It had been published in the 1930s and contained wonderful pictures of ships, layered with sheets of thin, sheer paper. I read and re-read it. Even then it struck me as incomplete. It was a Soviet account of the event with obvious political biases, which are too boring to be discussed here. Much later, after having moved to America, I started checking other volumes; even those that had been conscientiously done were still weak, relying exclusively on printed sources. Gradually, my research commenced.

The Russian and British archives that I have used allow one to tell the story of Tsushima with some hope of being objective and complete, yet, I know that my research is deficient. I do not read Japanese, and without Japanese archival evidence it is not possible to write anything truly comprehensive about the war. So this is the story of Tsushima told from a Western perspective, as it was seen through Russian, British, French, and German eyes—nothing more, but also, hopefully, nothing less.

Two more disclaimers are due. By definition, historical sources contradict each other. However, in modern naval battles, destruction is so overwhelming and instantaneous that witnesses are particularly unreliable. At the time of Tsushima, no black boxes existed; navies of today do not carry them either. Therefore, for practically any evidence, there is counterevidence. In the process of selecting the probable from the improbable, a writer can be guided chiefly by common sense—and also, perhaps, by what he has learned about his characters. It should be emphasized that no matter how rich the archives may be, the story of Tsushima will always remain subject to interpretation.

Readers familiar with the military history of the twentieth century may be confused about certain dates in this narrative. Until the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, Russia had used an old calendar; in the twentieth century it lagged thirteen days behind its more advanced Western counterparts, hence the disparity in dates. However, I thought it would be extremely awkward to switch to the Western style; this would have resulted in phrases like, “on Christmas Day, January 7.” The Russia described in this book was a very peculiar country, but not to that extent.
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 “The First Ball of the Tsar,”
 1890–1904
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A TELEGRAPH’S INCESSANT CLICKING INTRUDED INTO THE FROZEN stillness of the northern gloom. The thin, tattered tape started uncoiling ominously on the operator’s table. The man must have read it in panic and disbelief. In all likelihood, he was the first person in the vast empire of the tsar to learn the dreadful, top secret news. Dispatched by the Viceroy of the Far East, Admiral Alexeev, from Manchuria several hours earlier, the telegram brought word of a great disaster:



Petersburg. TO HIS IMPERIAL MAJESTY
 Humbly reporting to YOUR IMPERIAL MAJESTY. Around midnight January 26–27th, Japanese torpedo boats undertook a sudden attack on our squadron stationed at the outer roadstead of the Port Arthur base. The battleships Retvizan and Tsesarevich and the cruiser Pallada have been ruptured; the degree of damage is being determined. Will report details to YOUR IMPERIAL MAJESTY later. General-Adjutant Alexeev




That night, January 26, 1904, the sovereign was not at home. The long-anticipated New Year season of balls and entertainments had recently begun, and Tsar Nicholas II was presiding over an elite audience, listening to an opera at the Imperial Mariinsky Theater.

The Mariinsky looked like an oversized gilded cake. Designed to impress, it symbolized the empire’s wealth, might, and grandeur. Like a nesting doll or a Fabergé egg, the big cake contained a smaller one—the royal box. Elaborately ornate and conspicuously large, it served as an august podium for the Romanov dynasty. Like precious jewels, the tsar and his family sat there for everybody to see—to adore, or to hate. The sovereign was not popular in the capital, and the looks he received at Mariinsky were mostly cold, hostile, or condescending. But that night the tsar was enjoying himself thoroughly.

The shining lake of diamond-encrusted evening dresses and goldembroidered military uniforms bobbing beneath the royal box was unsettled this night. Admirals, generals, ministers, industrialists, bankers, foreign ambassadors, spies, and their wives and children kept turning to the royal box, scrutinizing the impervious handsome face of the tsar. Everybody was agitated and anxious. Three days earlier the Japanese mission had left the Russian capital, having made a point of burning their archives. The tsar was known to have said, “War—so be it, peace—so be it, but the current uncertainty is really bothersome.”

The Mariinsky company was having a hard time. Completely ignoring the performance, hundreds of eyes scanned the gilded box where the autocrat of the one-sixth of the earth, Tsar and Emperor Nicholas II, sat. That night the tsar was like the sun, commanding the attention of sunflowers on an immense field. He was finally savoring the taste of power, opiate and sweet.

After the opera, not in a hurry to get home, he accompanied his mother to her palace, the Anichkov, and had late tea there. The Dowager Empress was anxious and once again warned her son about the perils of his reckless Far East venture. Polite and noncommittal, the tsar listened to everything she had to say and then left quickly. Throughout the whole day he had been in an excellent mood.

It took him just a few minutes to reach his main residence, the opulent Winter Palace on the Neva River. The magnificent Nevsky Prospect, straight as an arrow and barren on a cold winter night, provided a convenient shortcut between the two royal homes. In the Winter Palace the tsar was handed the viceroy’s telegram.

He was relieved. The uncertainty of the past few weeks had come to an end. Also, he could now feel good and self-righteous; the Japanese had attacked without warning, proving that his utter contempt toward the “macaques” was well deserved. “God will help us!” the tsar said hopefully.

Before going to bed, he sent copies of the telegram to the foreign and war ministers. The courier had orders to wake up the dignitaries if necessary. The minister of foreign affairs, Count Lamsdorf, was indeed fast asleep, but the minister of war, General Kuropatkin, was nervously shuttling between various parlors; two hours earlier, at 10:30 p.m., he had received unconfirmed news about the attack from a private source in Port Arthur and was now desperate to verify it.

The next morning brought more news from Manchuria. The Japanese had bombarded Port Arthur. The Russian and Japanese fleets had engaged in their first battle, and four Russian ships were damaged.

It was the beginning of the Russo-Japanese War. The tsar issued a war manifesto, blaming Japan for having “challenged” Russia. “Pursuing peace, so dear to Our heart,” the tsar solemnly declared, in the best tradition of autocrats speaking in august plural, “we have done everything to maintain tranquillity in the Far East.” Necessary to satisfy the public taste for justice, this statement made insiders smile sarcastically. The sovereign’s policy in Manchuria had been anything but pacifist.

At 3:30 p.m. all the Romanovs present in St. Petersburg assembled in the Golden Hall of the Winter Palace. Led by the head of the family, the tsar, they gravely made their way through the dense, cheering crowd to the palace chapel where a special mass, a prayer for victory, was sung. Younger people had never heard this beautiful but belligerent tune before. Nicholas’s father, Tsar Alexander III, had secured an unprecedented twenty-five-year peace for Russia. The chapel was packed like the rest of the palace, mostly with army and navy officers. Thrilled and moved, they cried a deafening “Hurrah!” to the dynasty and its imperial cause. The Romanovs, appropriately enthusiastic and pleased, returned to the Golden Hall, where Grand Duke Alexei, one of the patriarchs of the clan, commander of the Imperial Navy, and now even more full of self-importance than ever, pompously read to awed relatives the recent cable reporting more casualties in Port Arthur.

In the next few days, St. Petersburg saw multiple patriotic demonstrations. For a while, people rallied around their monarch—something not seen during the nine years of Nicholas’s reign. Even students, notorious pro-revolutionary troublemakers, marched to the Winter Palace to sing “God Save the Tsar.” Nicholas and his wife, Alexandra, watched them from the window and, deeply touched, bowed. In the last days of January 1904, it looked like the sore gap between the rulers and the ruled was being filled with patriotic sentiment. Things finally began looking brighter for the Romanov monarchy.

Nicholas felt that the wave of patriotism was his personal success. At last, people were with him. And the ill-wishers, all those haughty know-it-all advisers skeptical of his Far Eastern policy who had been humiliating him for years with their seemingly overwhelming expertise, had been proven wrong. The tsar had always felt his glory would be earned in the Pacific. Now the moment had come.

Passing in a carriage by the house of Sergei Witte, the former minister of finance, fired for his antiwar warnings several months earlier, the tsar looked up at his window. To his delight, Witte was there, sulkily watching the triumphant sovereign, the true heir of Peter the Great. The tsar put on his best new nonchalant victorious look, as the face of his enemy disappeared from sight.
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Nicholas had first heard about the wonders of Asia twenty-three years earlier, in 1881. He had been thirteen and doing studies with tutors at home, as heirs to the throne were disqualified from attending any—even military—school.

The year 1881 had been a terrible one for the family. On March 1, Tsar Alexander II was killed by a terrorist’s bomb. The adolescent Nicholas was present at the terrifying death of his grandfather and had seen the convulsing body lying in a puddle of blood. The ensuing long state funeral was accompanied by the stench of quickly decomposing torn flesh. Though the boy was not particularly sensitive or fragile, he was nonetheless shaken by the violent, cruel, and undeserved death of Tsar the Reformer. Further aggravating his depression, his father, the new Tsar Alexander III, moved the family, for security reasons, away from the capital to the remote, gray, and gloomy Gatchina Palace in the suburbs. The new tsarina, Maria Fedorovna, watched her children with anxiety. She vowed to use every possible chance to brighten up their lives. Always abreast of the latest trends, be it fashion, jewels, or geography, she invited Nikolai Przhevalsky to Gatchina in May 1881.

In 1881 Przhevalsky was the rage of the day. Explorer of Central Asia, Tibet, and Western China—and employed by the Russian government as a spy—Przhevalsky would disappear for months at a time into the mountains and deserts to collect specimens of previously unknown flowers and animals—and pieces of invaluable strategic intelligence. He became one of the senior players in the Great Game—the fierce struggle between Britain and Russia over Central Asia, full of covert operations, secret expeditions, treacheries, bribery, and murder.
 
A man like Przhevalsky was exactly the kind of person who could impress an adolescent screened by privilege and a loving family from the real world. Adventurous, chivalrous, and reckless, Przhevalsky was the perfect model of the great explorers and manipulators of the imperial age—men like Cecil Rhodes and Lawrence of Arabia. The area that Przhevalsky had chosen for his exploits was even more appealing to the general public than South Africa or the Middle East; Tibet and Mongolia were wilder than Arabia and richer culturally than Rhodesia. His journeys were spectacular, and so was his presentation of himself and his numerous accomplishments. In 1881 he was at the peak of manhood and behaved like a self-assured conquistador, a modern nomad, the demon of the steppes.

Of course, Przhevalsky was unique. Boastful (he had named at least twelve new specimens of plants and animals after himself ), daring, and industrious, he had acquired a unique knowledge of continental Asia, home to ancient kingdoms and improbable beasts. He also was quite familiar with teenagers; preparations for months in the wilderness normally started with a discreet search for a young male, preferably a sixteen-year-old, to lure into adventure and to teach to skin animals and dry plants—and to share his tent at night.

Przhevalsky’s charms worked on the young and shy heir to the throne. Nicholas immediately fell for this powerful character and, more importantly, for the lands described in his thrilling tales. However, his fascination with Asia would probably have remained unfulfilled if it hadn’t coincided with a nationwide drive toward the Pacific.

Russia was born in the western corner of the great Eurasian forest. As late as the seventeenth century, a squirrel could easily have traveled from the Baltic Sea to the Pacific Ocean without ever having touched the ground. Though perfect for beasts, the forest rejected humans. Transportation there was virtually impossible. The forest was too dense and full of treacherous swamps. Here and there inaccessible mountains fortified it. The famed Silk Road—the only land artery connecting East and West—never dared go north; a desert is a much better avenue than a forest.

In the absence of roads, Russians used rivers. Exceptionally bad navigators, they sailed primitive boats, often carved from a single trunk of a gigantic tree, normally oak. In winter they fared much better. Thick ice turned rivers into smooth highways for sleds pulled by horses. However, with very few exceptions all rivers flowed north to the lifeless Arctic Ocean, and the further they went and the wider they became, the less inhabitable their shores were.

To aggravate matters, 90 percent of the forest grew on permafrost—an uninterrupted shield of ancient ice coated by a thin layer of weak soil. Permafrost kept bodies of dead mammoths intact for millennia exactly because it was hostile to life. No agriculture was possible there. Hence, there was one more challenge to a traveler: ongoing hunger.

Other unavoidable hazards like snowstorms, floods, and predators also prevented the penetration of the immense wilderness. As a result, between 900 and 1600, the Riurikovichi, the first Russian dynasty, had only barely glimpsed Siberia. For all people knew, dragons might have inhabited the lands to the east of the Ural Mountains.

The Romanovs broke the spell of the forest. However, it was not that the new tsars were particularly ingenious or insightful—they were just lucky. The ascendance of the first Romanov to the throne in 1613 coincided with a new technological age. Firearms solved the problem of bears, tigers, and wolves. They also provided great tools for hunting, and starvation became just a faint ghost. The science of cartography, developed in Portugal and Spain two centuries earlier, finally reached Moscow. Meanwhile, merchants from London and Hamburg were bringing fine gems, luxurious silks, and precious porcelain from India and China. Suddenly Russians realized that only a vast expanse of noman’s-land separated them from the treasure trove of Asia. Not a single state had to be conquered in the east—only barren space, sparsely populated by generally peaceful tribes. The great Eurasian forest was no longer just a place where people killed squirrel and mink for their furs; it became the barrier that had to be crossed to reach the riches of the East.

The tsars started sending people over the Urals. Eventually they reached the uninhabited Pacific coast, the immense foggy wasteland stretching between China and the Arctic.

The Chinese were unwilling to populate these areas, full of natural riches, but cold, barbaric, and distant. The Russians decided otherwise. Accustomed to severe climate and being children of the forests themselves, they began settling down in Siberia and the Far East at the southern border of the permafrost. Their settlements were few and small, sometimes populated by religious dissenters, the sullen Old Believers, and kept secret from authorities. However, in the absence of competition, the empire was slowly but surely absorbing Siberia and the northwestern coast of the Pacific, building military settlements, churches, and roads. The tsars also ordered the construction of prisons. Few could escape from Siberia, and the land received a new, sinister fame.

By the mid-nineteenth century, Russia had become deeply enough involved in the Pacific to provoke the British-French fleet to attack a fort in the Kamchatka Peninsula during the Crimean War. The attack symbolized a greater trend. Western powers had made up their minds to check Russian expansion in the area.

The tsars were becoming greedy. They dreamed of taking over the Ottoman Empire and reaching the Mediterranean Sea. Ten centuries earlier, Russia had received its religion, culture, and even its alphabet from Byzantium, and it regarded all former Byzantine lands as its true heritage, stolen by the vile Turks. However, the Crimean War of 1853–1856 had resulted in Russia’s complete defeat, and now expansion to the Mediterranean Sea looked problematic. The idea was not completely abandoned (Russia fought a victorious war against Turkey in 1877–1878), but it was looking too risky—and too costly—to undertake.

The Great Game in Central Asia had also come to an impasse. The two spheres of influence, British and Russian, were sealed for the indefinite future in an acceptable stalemate. British and Russian officers were willing to watch each other through binoculars, but not through a rifle’s target-finder. Given these circumstances, there was only one outlet left for Russia’s expansion—the Pacific. If Russia was not allowed to conquer Constantinople on the Bosporus, it was going to create a new Bosporus in the Far East.

One of the best harbors in the northwestern corner of the Sea of Japan was renamed the Golden Horn by Russian settlers. The original Golden Horn, the gorgeous harbor of glamorous Constantinople, was securely fenced from them by the concerted efforts of Turkey, England, and France.

In 1860, a military outpost was founded there. It was named Vladivostok, which means “Rule the East.” Soon it became the main Russian naval base in the Pacific. On May 19, 1891, the heir to the throne, Nicholas, visited the town and inaugurated the construction of the Great Trans-Siberian Railroad, which would connect Vladivostok to the imperial capital.

It was a Romanov tradition to send an heir to the throne abroad on his coming of age so that he could see the world and the world could see him. All of Nicholas’s ancestors had gone to Europe. However, his father, Tsar Alexander III, decided that Asia had become important enough to be the stage of the future tsar’s debut.

Nicholas traveled from the Mediterranean Sea to the Pacific Ocean on a Russian naval ship. Dignitaries in each country on his route went out of their way to pay courtesy to the Russian prince, but the more they tried, the more confined and bored the twenty-two-year-old felt. Official dinners and formal talk did not interest him in the least. He longed for real adventures, ones like those described by Przhevalsky ten years earlier, but the best Nicholas could find were imaginative prostitutes—a spicy treat, no doubt, but hardly an adventure.

In his letters home, the heir tried to demonstrate an interest in state matters, naturally expected from him. He shared the Romanov distrust of Britain, and letters to his father, the emperor, from India looked almost like spy reports, monitoring the movements and morale of the enemy’s troops. Then adventure arrived.

Nicholas had reached Japan and was visiting the town of Otsu. Suddenly, in the street, a disturbed samurai threw himself on the Russian heir. The madman ferociously hit Nicholas on the head with a sword. To the consternation of those in his entourage, Nicholas’s blood “shot out like a fountain.” The heir panicked and thought he was going to perish under the attack of the lunatic. Help came not from the Russian officers, but from a Greek Romanov. His young cousin and friend, Prince George of Greece, sent the madman to the ground with a single powerful stroke.

The wounded head soon healed, but the world press, to the utter embarrassment of the Japanese hosts, immediately publicized the incident. The Russian heir now felt hatred and vengeance toward the land of the rising sun. Unable to regard the Otsu incident as just an unfortunate episode, he jumped to conclusions about the nature of the Japanese people and their intentions toward their northern neighbors that he held for the rest of his life.

Angry Nicholas arrived in Vladivostok directly from Japan. His head was still bandaged “like that of an old general’s,” in his own words. In spite of his wound, he was more determined than ever to launch the Trans-Siberian Railroad immediately. In a letter to his father, he called the public mood in Vladivostok on May 19 “feverish.” All the people seemed to realize they were present at a historic event; the Trans-Siberian Railroad was to be the longest in the world. Nicholas himself inaugurated the steel artery with malicious joy; he knew it could be used as a weapon against the Japanese whom he now profoundly hated.

Although the railway construction was underway, Nicholas had to cross Siberia like everybody else did in those days—by horse, a tiring experience for even a young and sturdy officer. Yet, notwithstanding the natural hardships of the journey, and perhaps even due to them, the heir couldn’t help being impressed by the gigantic Asiatic sector of his empire. Pathetically underdeveloped and undisturbed by urbanization, Asiatic Russia treasured its riches in silence. It was like a sleeping princess, waiting to be awakened by a kiss. Nicholas decided he was the prince to do so.

Another young man was taking almost the same journey at about the same time. Whereas the heir circled Eurasia counterclockwise, Anton Chekhov circled it clockwise. Both were driven by the same impulse—to discover new frontiers.

A journey to the Far East was very untypical for a Russian prince, but it was even more so for a Russian writer. Before Chekhov, Russian literature, though rich and diverse, had never crossed the Urals. Ironically enough, none other than the same engaging Przhevalsky had awakened Chekhov’s interest in Asia. Not privileged enough to meet the hero in real life, Chekhov had been a “passionate reader” of the famous adventurer’s books as a boy. Belonging to the same generation as the future tsar (Chekhov was born in 1860, Nicholas in 1868), Chekhov was also seeking challenge and adventure in the East. In April 1890, he set off on a four-thousand-mile land journey toward the Pacific. It lasted three months and left him coughing blood. In July he reached Sakhalin Island, the Russian Far Eastern outpost, used by the tsars as a natural jail for felons—a Russian Australia or Devil’s Island. He stayed there until October, collecting material for his barely readable, but extremely consequential book The Island of Sakhalin, in which he wrote about prisons and the treatment of convicts.

Chekhov returned to Russia via Vladivostok, Hong Kong, Singapore, Ceylon, and Suez and in the Red Sea crossed the path of the heir, heading east. It is quite possible that within the interval of just a few days the two young men encountered the same prostitutes; sharing with Nicholas more than just fascination with the Orient, Chekhov was also an enthusiastic habitué of brothels.

He summed up his impressions in a very revealing way: “I can say I have lived! I’ve had everything I wanted. I have been in Hell, which is Sakhalin, and in Paradise, which is Ceylon.”

While Chekhov’s trip to the East was the fulfillment of all his dreams, Sergei Witte described Nicholas’s journey through Asia as his “first ball.”
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Arguably, Sergei Witte was even more important in discovering Asia for Russians than Przhevalsky. An energetic and ruthless self-made man, he had realized early on that the path to Europe or to the Middle East was blocked by Western powers. Instead of threatening London, Paris, or Berlin with pan-European war, which was the inclination of many of his colleagues, he suggested an alternative option: Shift the imperial spearhead to the Pacific.

Liked and trusted by Alexander III, Witte easily persuaded the monarch that the Far East had a great future. The first step in that direction was obvious: Build railroads. Witte had started his career by managing railroads in European Russia and fully appreciated the potential of steam power.

At the turn of the last century, the steam engine was what the jet is today. Monarchs boasted about their railroads more than their armies. Railway stations, be they in Leipzig or New York, St. Petersburg or London, resembled palaces. Fortunes were spent to construct opulent depots with cathedral ceilings and ornate façades. A midsize European city could easily commission a railway station rivaling St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome.

The Great Trans-Siberian Railroad, which inspired so many writers and spies, was Witte’s brainchild. When the heir was present at the inaugurating ceremony in Vladivostok, he was on Witte’s mission. When his father, the reigning tsar, appointed him Chairman of the Trans-Siberian Construction Committee, Nicholas, again, had to bow to Witte’s iron will and exceptional qualities of persuasion.

Witte always seemed larger than life. His physique alone invariably inspired awe; he was tall and heavy, and his prominent nose was fractured, which made people say he “looked like a crocodile.” Sergei Witte deserved the metaphor; he was cunning, tireless, and fierce. The future tsar, extremely insecure, shy, and secretive, felt enormous resentment toward this dominating figure of Russian politics. For his father, Tsar Alexander III, the self-confident, peace-loving giant towering over continental Europe in a way no other Russian monarch did, Witte was merely a clever and efficient associate. For Nicholas, Witte became a problem. Witte, in his turn, did not make a secret of the contempt he felt toward the heir.

Tsar Alexander III died prematurely in October 1894, at merely forty-eight. His son, though twenty-six at that point, was totally unprepared to assume the crown. He explicitly said so to his closest friends. Of course, he could have rejected it, but he did not. Instead, he started looking for something capable of turning him into a respected ruler. War looked like the easiest option. Having briefly considered the Middle East, Nicholas moved to the Pacific. Here his plans interfered with Witte’s.

In order to reach its eastern terminus, Vladivostok, the Trans-Siberian Railroad had to cross the whole of continental Eurasia. Because the Russo-Chinese frontier in the Far East curved northward, further costs were added to the already enormous expense of completing the railway. Witte decided a shortcut was possible—through Chinese territory in Manchuria.

In 1896 Witte persuaded China’s strongman Li Hongchang to sign a treaty. China acquired an ally against Japan (there had already been a war between the two countries in 1894–1895), and Russia got a free hand in Manchuria.

By that time, several other foreign powers had already become involved in colonial annexations in the Far East. Russia was late to the feast and therefore had to be very careful. War with England over China was unlikely. With Japan—absolutely possible. It had almost occurred in 1894–1895, during Japan’s first powerful thrust into China’s flesh.

In such a situation, the tsar’s personal insecurities and idiosyncrasies were of paramount importance. He did not have to secure the nation’s support for launching a war. He was an autocrat and could order any war he wanted.

In November 1897, the worst happened. The tsar’s cousin, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany, ordered his troops to land on Shandong Peninsula in the Yellow Sea.

The two monarchs were competing in politics like boys comparing who can do more push-ups or whose genitals are bigger. Now Nicholas felt he had to demonstrate equal strength. He sent Russian ships to the tip of Liaodong, a peninsula barely one hundred miles away from Wilhelm’s new colony. Witte’s plans of peaceful penetration of China collapsed.

More ships were sent to the Yellow Sea, and a naval base was founded there—Port Arthur. It had a spacious deepwater harbor, ice-free throughout the whole year. Known to the Chinese as Lushun, it had been used as a staging post since the second century B.C. No ship going from Bo Hai Gulf to the Yellow Sea can avoid the area, and Bo Hai Gulf is the gateway to the Chinese capital, Beijing.

Liaodong and Shandong are like two hands guarding—or for that matter, squeezing—Bo Hai. Port Arthur lay on the very tip of the northern peninsula, Liaodong. It quickly became the most noticeable stronghold on the Manchurian coast. The capital of Manchuria, Harbin, was merely 500 miles to the northeast; Vladivostok was 600 miles away; the Korean border just 200.

Japan was enraged. It regarded China as its natural prey. Now two outsiders, Russia and Germany, were controlling the naval path to Beijing, and Russia was speedily turning Manchuria into its protectorate. In 1894, Japan had captured Port Arthur. Then, under pressure from Russia, France, and Germany, it had abandoned its claim. Now the Russians were stealing the area for themselves.

To Russia, Japan’s involvement in continental Asia was the typical overstretch of a parvenu. Until the end of the nineteenth century, the Japanese had never expressed any interest in reaching the world outside their beautiful archipelago. The nation had remained largely self-absorbed, preoccupied by domestic feuds, maintaining its low-cost, closed-circuit economy and lingering in its amazingly rich cultural cocoon. However, in the mid-nineteenth century, this calm came to an abrupt end. Western guns awakened Japan.

When Western ships reached Japan, the nation was left with two alternatives: modernize or continue to hibernate. Their biggest neighbor, China, had chosen the latter and turned into a semi-colony. The Japanese decided to act.

An ambitious program of sweeping reforms was launched. This period is now known as the Meiji era—after Emperor Meiji who ascended the throne in 1867. In an amazingly short period of time, Japan developed its own version of a modern state, based on the supremacy of money and technology. The pursuit of profits led its industrialists to continental Asia. Battleships provided an impressive convoy.

Unlike Russia, Japan reined in its absolutist monarchy. Officially, the semi-divine sovereign was still in full control. He declared wars, made peace, and concluded treaties, and Parliament had no say in these matters. However, in reality Emperor Meiji had surrendered his authority to a group of oligarchs.

Tsar Nicholas II kept his power intact.

By 1904, Nicholas had been on the throne for nine years, presiding over the largest country on earth. The tsar disliked grandeur, however, and he spent his time in bourgeois pursuits. He read books to his wife and daughters—mostly Russian humor, sometimes Chekhov—exercised, took long relaxed walks, wrote letters to relatives, and took photographs—a fashionable novelty in those days. He was rightfully described as “a most polite young man,” “with the education of a colonel of the Guards from a middle-class family.”

State affairs were not of great interest to him. The first place in his heart was firmly occupied by his wife and children. God came second. The pursuit of glory came third. He managed the huge empire very poorly. In order to secure his attention during an audience, a minister had to incorporate as many anecdotes as possible into a report. Hiding insecurity and incompetence, the tsar would often take the advice of the last person he had spoken with and then curtly inform his ministers, “This is my will.”

The tsar also presided over the Romanov family—several dozen haughty individuals, each extremely wealthy and full of self-importance. Some he could command, some he could ignore, and some he still obeyed. All of the Romanovs were part of a greater European royal family.
 
The most notorious relative was Kaiser Wilhelm. Wilhelm was a grandchild of Queen Victoria, as was the tsar’s wife. Of course, that alone did not make “Willy” and “Nicky” (as they addressed each other) close. Their Uncle Bertie, or King Edward VII of England, was closer to republican France than to any of his royal relatives in Russia or Germany. The kaiser had a specific reason for cultivating the bond with the tsar: He wanted the two nations to become allies. This is why Willy kept insisting on being intimate with Nicky. He posed as a soul mate, an elder brother, a mentor in the arcane art of politics and war. The sentiment was not returned. Willy’s was a difficult mission.

Eccentric, despotic, and rude, the kaiser was the enfant terrible of European royals. Fond of masquerades, jewelry, exclusively male society, and loud military camaraderie, the kaiser was, perhaps, repressing a same-sex desire. Many people suspected that Wilhelm envied open homosexuals among his relatives and friends like King Ferdinand of Bulgaria, the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, and Count Philipp Eulenburg. No matter what was gnawing the German emperor, it was becoming worse over time. Erratic behavior developed into recurrent fits of rage and offensive escapades. With Wilhelm, people always felt they were “sitting on a powder keg.” Any remark, even a harmless one, could cause his “violent objection.” Once he playfully slapped the King of Bulgaria on the behind in public; the tsar’s uncle, Grand Duke Vladimir, suffered from his field-marshal’s baton; to the King of Italy, Wilhelm always sent aides “whose tallness accentuated the diminutiveness” of the Italian monarch.

The Romanovs disliked him and his nation profoundly, calling Germans “filthy.” But above all else, they must have loathed the day in July 1869 when the future kaiser had first set his eyes on the sea.

Wilhelm was fascinated with the ocean despite being prone to seasickness. He was an avid sailor and a patron of the navy, and he even painted marine pictures (like Nero, he aspired to master all arts). His infatuation with warships had a strong impact on his cousin Nicholas who felt obliged to compete with the kaiser in everything.

Wilhelm suspected that the tsar did not like him, but he also knew he could manipulate Nicky, like a capable boy scout leader manipulates shy teenagers in search of a role model. Willy hoped Nicky would eventually forsake his alliance with France and join Germany’s camp. He was unable to persuade the tsar to do this—though he came pretty close—to the consternation of his own diplomats and the rest of Europe. But he succeeded in something else: pushing Nicky toward war in the East.

Wilhelm repeated that the tsar should become “Admiral of the Pacific,” leaving him, the kaiser, “Admiral of the Atlantic.” These exhortations were extremely self-serving; the kaiser wanted Europe for himself, magnanimously letting his cousin expand in Asia. However, Wilhelm was sincere about his hatred of the Japanese. He detested the “pagan” East and maintained that it was the duty of every Christian monarch to oppose the “yellow peril.”

Nicky was sympathetic to this. First, he was a very fundamentalist Christian himself. Second, he still carried a scar left by the Japanese madman’s sword back in 1891. Each year he quietly celebrated his miraculous survival in Otsu.

Nicky never liked Wilhelm. He suspected that his cousin was insane. However, Wilhelm hypnotized him with so much assertiveness and regal stature, which the tsar totally lacked, that Nicky yielded: All right, he would leave Europe alone and try to conquer the East instead.

However, he ran into a problem. Seeking personal glory and viewing Asia as the ideal place for his military debut, Nicholas nonetheless felt intimidated by people like Witte. He decided that he needed his own, secret policies, bypassing his ministers. For that, he had to select a private cabinet, almost a shadow government.

There were plenty of people to choose from. The Far East excited hotheads all over Russia. Nicholas could not seek advice from the person who had ignited his passion for Asia. Przhevalsky, the great spy and adventurist, had died in 1888, just forty-nine years old. But there were others.


A Tibetan healer, Peter Badmaev, had created a sensation in St. Petersburg society by distributing exotic drugs among the aristocracy. However, Badmaev believed that his true mission lay not in treating insomnia and impotence but in guiding Russian policy in Asia. Using his court connections, he had bombarded Tsar Alexander III with long, bizarre memorandums, claiming that the heartland of Asia—Tibet, Mongolia, and perhaps even China—longed for Russian rule. He asserted that the Orient still cherished an ancient legend of a “White Tsar” from the North who was destined to rule over the whole of Asia. 

Alexander III did not believe him. He disliked exotic drugs, exalted immigrants, and esoteric concepts. But his son did not inherit this healthy skepticism. Nicholas listened intently to Badmaev. Later in life he would even start taking medicine from the healer. But that was yet to come.

Another person he listened to was a relative. Grand Duke Alexander was a cousin and the most trusted friend of his youth. Together they had cruised St. Petersburg, out for every kind of mischief, sharing amorous adventures and binge-drinking parties. Infinitely more self-confident and intelligent than the heir, Grand Duke Alexander was a lasting influence on Nicholas. He loved the good life, beautiful women, sea voyages, remote places, and crazy adventures. He also sought glory—which was hardly available to him, only a minor member of the Romanov dynasty. Probably it would be unfair to say that he had married Nicholas’s sister, Xenia, for the sake of his career. In any case, he mercilessly exploited the affection of his brother-in-law, manipulating him for his own ends.

Grand Duke Alexander was a born troublemaker. He became an enthusiast of the Far East. But unlike Witte, he supported a militant stand in the area. A naval officer and later an admiral, the grand duke advocated challenging Japan for naval supremacy in the Pacific. He wrote a memorandum to that effect and sent it out to all of the top officials. In this piece, he pointed out that Russia was only “two days sea voyage” from the coast of Japan. He maintained that the chief target of Russian foreign policy should be Korea, as a Russian presence in Manchuria was already secured. Conflict with Japan, insisted the grand duke, was inevitable.

Surrendering to the pressure of his energetic brother-in-law, the tsar added Korea to his wish list. He also created a Merchant Marine Department and put the royal adventurer in charge.

Another troublemaker was Captain Alexander Bezobrazov. Lowborn and undistinguished, he was the type of “favorite” who had plagued European courts in the Middle Ages. Talkative, fearless, and imaginative, striking people as extremely vulgar and surprisingly unrestrained, he was refreshingly different from polished courtiers. Completely charmed, Nicholas entrusted Bezobrazov with independent policies in the Pacific.

Korea particularly attracted the entrepreneurial man. Bezobrazov came out with a fantastic plan of creating a quasi-private company, involved in forestry and mining, which would acquire Korea for Russia in a peaceful manner. The tsar nodded. His brother-in-law had already persuaded him that Manchuria was not enough. Expansion on the Korean Peninsula began.

This was more than Japan could take. In 1903 the country started preparing for war. The tsar was aware of this. Now all he had to do was to find an officer in the military to conduct the war for him. In August 1903, he appointed Admiral Evgeny Alexeev viceroy of the Far East.

Alexeev was named commander-in-chief in the Pacific, with both ground troops and the navy under his helm. This meant that the Foreign Ministry, the Admiralty, and the Ministry of War were now powerless in the strategically important area.

Nicholas had every reason to trust Alexeev. The admiral was his bastard uncle, sired by his grandfather, Tsar Alexander II. Alexeev was also very close to his half-brother, Grand Duke Alexei, who commanded the navy; as young officers, they had raided the better part of European brothels together.

Grand Duke Alexei was inclined to audacious statements and heroic poses. The kaiser, a known connoisseur of male beauty, thought “his handsome face and figure resembled that of some Germanic chieftain from the Sagas.” A tall, imposing man, a bachelor by choice, an insatiable chaser of women, and a darling of Parisian salons, cabarets, and restaurants, he sighed each time he had to return to St. Petersburg and his boring duties. He was a courageous man but preferred to demonstrate his courage not at sea, but on private ground, standing up to an angry husband or arguing his right to carouse in front of the tsar.

Grand Duke Alexei had had his share of marine adventures; back in September 1868, thirty-six years earlier, he had nearly drowned with the sinking of the frigate Alexander Nevsky on the western coast of Yut-land—and had been telling the story ever since. If Europe knew him as a lover of “fast women and slow ships,” Russian sailors had an even less flattering nickname for him—“seven puds [250 pounds] of august flesh.” Uninterested in either strategy or diplomacy, the grand duke wasn’t averse to war against Japan; he wanted to claim victory for the navy he commanded.

A number of dignitaries, although having little interest in foreign affairs or the Far East, supported the war party in St. Petersburg for other reasons. Domestic unrest was growing, and a shadow of revolution was starting to materialize in urban centers and in the countryside. Minister of Interior Pleve coined a phrase: “In order to prevent revolution, we need a little victorious war.”

Inspired by his new independence from meddlesome ministers, the tsar created and chaired the Far Eastern Committee. With sadistic pleasure, he fired Witte. Now the only peace-loving dove left was the foreign minister, Count Lamsdorf, but he was unable to fight the war party alone.

Quiet and withdrawn, a deeply closeted homosexual, and unlike many peers in St. Petersburg, too afraid to defy the mores of the time, Lamsdorf lived a frustrated and sheltered life. Refined and aristocratic, he shied away from society and hated to speak in public, even at cabinet meetings. Caustic and sarcastic with subordinates, he expressed himself best in correspondence. A workaholic, a “walking archive” of the Foreign Ministry, he had spent forty years in diplomacy. He never opposed the tsar openly but rather skillfully persuaded him that peace in Europe was to be maintained at all costs. The tsar, however, had recently started turning a deaf ear to his warnings.

Japan could not be held responsible for the forthcoming war. Oligarchs in Tokyo were prepared to compromise. As late as October 1904, Foreign Minister Komura voiced this position. He suggested recognizing Manchuria as a Russian sphere of influence; Russia, in its turn, had to renounce claims on Korea. The tsar would not agree to the latter. As a result, negotiations with Tokyo ended in a stalemate.

Meanwhile, Nicholas got absolutely carried away by his grand design for Asia. He sent a Cossack officer and a Russian Buddhist monk to Tibet “to raise Tibetans against the English.” Characteristically, he kept this secret from his foreign minister. Tibetan healer Badmaev wrote Nicholas, calling Tibet “the key to Asia” and insisting that “a real Russian” would never “allow the English to enter Tibet.” The healer concluded his memo to the tsar by stating resolutely that “the Japanese problem is nil when compared with the Tibetan one.” The tsar probably felt reassured.

In any case, it was high time to send reinforcements to Port Arthur. A detachment of ships—the battleship Oslyabya and the cruisers Aurora  and Dmitri Donskoi—led by Admiral Virenius was hastily dispatched to the Far East. By January 1904 they were in the Red Sea. There they met two brand-new Japanese cruisers—the Nishin and the Kasuga.

The Nishin and the Kasuga had a story behind them. They had been bought by Japan from Argentina. Argentina had been preparing for war with its neighbor Chile, and both countries had embarked on an ambitious naval arms race. But by 1902 the conflict had been resolved through diplomatic means. The two nations were stunned at the money wasted; Argentina had ordered two ships from Italy, and Chile, two ships from Britain. Russia and Japan both rushed to buy them. Russia failed. Japan succeeded. Now the two cruisers were being taken to the Far East, their crews commanded by officers of the British naval reserve. Agents reported that they were proceeding east with sinister speed.

Meanwhile, a special cabinet council in Japan started finalizing the war plans. It was decided that it was necessary to strike first.

On January 6, Willy cabled Nicky from Berlin: “Signal from Admiral of Atlantic to Admiral of Pacific. News from trustworthy Chinese source has arrived; governors of Yangtze valley have been apprised by Japan that, war with Russia being unavoidable, they were to lend their protection to foreign commercial interests.”

On January 22, an imperial conference of Japanese oligarchs decided to start immediately. On January 24, Japan informed Russia that it was severing diplomatic relations with St. Petersburg. At that time, Admiral Togo Heihachiro, leading the main force of the Japanese fleet, was already steaming for Port Arthur. Two days later the war began.
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