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Russia has had a series of leaders that are famous for a variety of reasons
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The lovely girl and the lively boy first met in the enchanting surroundings of Sankt Petersburg and exchanged approving glances. Nothing seemed to stand in their way, for both belonged to the royal houses of Europe; both were the great grandchildren of the late Queen Victoria of England, and Empress of the sprawling British Empire.

The girl was Princess Marie, the vivacious third daughter of Tsar Nicholas, the autocrat of ‘all Russias’, and Dickie, the boy, was none other than Louis Battenberg, who eventually surfaced in the subcontinent as our own Lord Mountbatten, the last Viceroy of the British Raj.

But the teenage lovers’ first meeting was fated to be their last. A blood-curdling tragedy of such cruel proportions occurred shortly that it would haunt the boy all his life. On direct orders of the new, Bolshevik rulers of Russia, every member of the tsar’s family, consisting of four young grand duchesses (including Marie), the Tsarevich (a crippled boy of 14), Tsar Nicholas, and ailing Tsarina Alexandra, were cold-bloodedly murdered in the prison cell of a God-forsaken place in the Urals, called Ekaterinburg. And the person largely responsible for Romanov dynasty’s grim end was an enigmatic and repulsive monk, Rasputin.

Once in a while we come across a real life figure more puzzling than any fictional character. Rasputin (real name Gregory Effimovich) was indeed one such figure. An ulettered peasant from far-off Siberia, this man was able to appoint himself as the guardian angel of the tsarina, influence the tsar’s political decisions, choose and sack ministers, and live in luxury like a potentate. But what was he in reality? Was he a saint, a mystic, a faith healer, or a man with occult powers?

Far from being any of these he did have some of the apparent attributes of such personalities, and freely employed them to his advantage. An uncouth and greedy adventurer, Rasputin was basically a rogue, a cheat and a libertine, a lady-killer. He also had a good deal of personal magnetism and piercing blue eyes (like Hitler’s). Gleefully considering all pretty women as fair game, Rasputin was in the habit of making a bold advance, even if the woman happened to be a total stranger. Kicks, scratches and thrashings that he frequently received were brushed aside with a saintly nonchalance. However, he also had lots of conquests, even among the noble ladies who seemed to enjoy the coarse embrace of a ruffian. Amazingly, in his preaching Rasputin resembles some of the mantra-chanting sadhus from the East, in that he indirectly extolled sin, regarding it necessary for salvation and exhorted his votaries to follow the Sacrament of Penance to achieve full absolution after committing sins of a licentious nature.

Tsar Nicholas’ only son, the heir, was a hemophilic and once when the boy was in an utterly hopeless condition, Rasputin mysteriously rescued him from the jaws of death. This won him the allegiance of the grateful mother, the tsarina, who had become convinced that only the starets (sage) could keep her son alive.

But in due course Rasputin’s excesses and arrogance had so grossly infuriated the Russian aristocracy that they finally decided to kill him. On the pretext that Prince Yussupov’s young wife – a great beauty – wanted to meet him, they lured the lustful monk into the prince’s mansion. Poisoned wine and pastries were served, which he consumed freely, without showing any sign of ill effect. The puzzled assassins then whipped out their pistols and peppered him with a hail of bullets. Rasputin, who was an exceptionally strong man, ran away from the place and his body was next day found in a pond.

Rasputin died and with him came to an ignoble end the mighty, 300-year-old House of the Romanovs. But in order to gauge the historical impact of this fiendish character, one only needs to be reminded of Keresnky’s observation, “Russia could not have a Lenin without first having a person like Rasputin preceding him.”

Now Lenin (real name Vladimir Ilyich Ulianov) was the new master of Russia, and he hastened to settle the family score by avenging the death of his brother, who, some 30 years ago, had been hanged for plotting to assassinate Tsar Alexander II.

Lenin’s first act after assuming control was the surrender of vast stretches of territory to Germany under the humiliating Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Dictatorship of the proletariat was proclaimed, resulting in the nationalisation of factories. But failing health (caused by poisoning?) did not allow Lenin to do much more. He became paralyzed in 1922 and died two years later.

The next red tsar of Russia was Joseph Stalin, and some historical greatness does attach to him (George Bernard Shaw and other great men were his admirers). In much the same way as foreigner Adolf Hitler, a poor Austrian had become the supreme leader of Germany, a Georgian cobbler’s son, Ioseph Dzhugashvili, manipulated himself into the top position in Russia. This he did by skillfully checkmating a formidable foe, Leon Trotsky, whom he banished from Russia and eventually got murdered. Then, in order to eliminate all opposition, massive purges were carried out in the political and military hierarchies. Five-year development plans, together with collectivisation of agriculture, went forward at a feverish pace. Thus Stalin achieved his goal of making Russia an industrial power, but unfortunately at a huge human cost.

Joseph Stalin’s most impressive achievement was, of course, his victory over Hitler’s Germany. The tide was turned back in 1942 when the mighty 6th Army got beaten at Stalingrad, culminating in the defeat of all German forces and occupation of Berlin. After the war, the wily dictator exacted huge advantages from the Allies, consolidating his territorial gains in the Baltics and in Poland. Moreover, in his last years, Stalin had also succeeded, with the help of such dedicated American leftists as Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, in breaking the American nuclear monopoly.

But Stalin had not left in his wake a healthy tradition of benign leadership, having failed to liberalise the rigid Marxist-Leninist theories and soften the sclerotic structure of the party bureaucracy. Furthermore, in the field of scientific management Russia remained a pygmy. Inefficiency, massive corruption and defective planning had played havoc with the Russian economy, even after the democratization of the nation.

Khrushchev, the next important ruler, first startled the world by debunking Stalinism; thereafter, he raised his nation’s prestige by delivering an ultimatum to Britain and France at the time of the Suez Canal crisis, and also through the Russian lead in space. But Khrushchev overplayed his hand when he tried to install nuclear missiles in the Caribbean. The ensuing Cuban Missile Crisis caused the Soviet Union much embarrassment and resulted in the ouster of Khrushchev.

Brezhnev’s reign spanned almost two decades – from 1964 to 1982. Ably assisted by Premier Kosygin, he brought a degree of prosperity to Russia and achieved military equality with the US. But the Moon Race was won by the Americans, as the Soviet Space scientists had failed to solve the crucial problem of bringing a manned flight back to earth. This was a setback for the Soviets, whilst the Viet Cong victory in Saigon came as a great setback for America. However, Brezhnev’s Afghanistan adventure was bound to prove ill-conceived and extremely costly.

Gullible Gorbachev, eager to behave like a gentleman, was all set to be duped by the western media’s talk of democratic liberalism, impressed by the America glamour and splendour, and taken in by the false smiles, the Star Wars hoax and other American tricks. As a result, a bewildered Gorby was soon facing the enlargement of Nato and presiding over the collapse of the mighty Soviet Union. Boris Yeltsin, his successor, turned out to be a totally ineffective ruler.

Finally Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin, a little known KGB functionary from St. Petersburg, appeared upon the scene to replace the doddering Yeltsin. The huge turmoil Russia at present finds itself in has simply been accentuated by the recent Khodorkovsky scandal and the grisly Beslan school tragedy. With its immense wealth (oil, gas and other natural resources) Russia ought to become one of the wealthiest and mightiest nations of the world. But the troubling question marks are still there. President Putin, can you regain Russia’s lost status as the second super power by pulling it out of the mire of lethargy and mismanagement, and by knocking out the demons of terrorism and corruption? 

