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Robert K. Massie was born in Lexington, Kentucky and studied American history at Yale and modern European history at Oxford, which he attended as a Rhodes Scholar.  Massie received the Pulitzer Prize for “Peter the Great”.  He was president of the Authors’ Guild from 1987 to 1991.  His other books include;

  Nicholas and Alexandra

  Dreadnought: Britain, Germany, And The Coming Of The Great War

  The Romanovs: The Final Chapter

  Castles Of Steel: Britain, Germany, And The Winning Of The Great War

  At Sea

Catherine The Great      
                                       Peter the Great

Peter I was born Peter Alexseyevich Romanov in 1672 and died in 1725 at the age of 52.  The initial intrigue begins when Peter’s father Tsar Alexis dies in 1676 leaving legitimate male heirs from 2 wives, Peter was 4 years old.  Peter’s mother Natalya was the second wife leaving Peter to survive until the deaths of both of his half brothers.  Feodor III being the oldest son of wife number 1 was first in line.  Feodor had been weak and sickly his whole life but mentally competent.  Feodor III died in 1682, Peter was 10 years old.  
Ivan V was the last surviving son of wife number 1 but was chronically ill and mentally infirm.  Sophia was Ivan’s older sister and Peter’s step sister.  Sophia and her family had grand designs for the absolute control of Russia and almost succeeded.   Sophia fearing Ivan would be passed over led a rebellion by the Streltsy (Russia’s elite military corps) in April-May of 1682.  During the conflict some of Peter’s family and friends were murdered.  Peter actually witnessed some of this violent conflict.   The Streltsy made it possible for Sophia to have Ivan and Peter declared joint Tsars. Ivan was declared Senior Tsar and Sophia declared regent.  Sophia ruled as an autocrat for seven years until 1689 when she was overthrown by Peter who was considered by the Boyar Duma (a council of Russian nobles) to be the only real option for the future position of Tsar.  Sophia was forced to enter a convent, give up her name and her position as a member of the royal family, Peter was 17 years old.  

Peter and Ivan continued to rule as joint Tsars with Peter being Senior Tsar and his mother Natalya being Regent until her death in 1694, Peter was 22.  Ivan died in 1696 leaving Peter at age 24 sole Tsar of Russia.  Peter truly cared for Ivan and sheltered him from harm from both sides until Ivan’s death by natural causes.

At the age of 24 Peter stood 6’ 8” tall, was lean, wiry and had a medium to small bone structure.  Peter had a lifelong tendency to suffer sicknesses including debilitating fevers, headaches, epilepsy and other maladies.  As a child and up to the end of Sophia’s Regency Peter showed no interest in power, court life, government operations or Moscow in general.  Peter’s lack of interest in power and his epileptic seizures probably allowed him to live long enough to become sole Tsar.  He spent most of his childhood living in the country with his tutors, running his mock army, playing war games and learning about ships and sailing.  When Ivan died all hell broke loose and the man that would come to be known as Peter the Great started a 29 year reign with a large land locked country that was considered by all of Europe to be an isolated,  medieval, socially inept and politically corrupt joke.

The European playing field in 1696 consisted of 6 main powers.

France


King Louis XIV aka The Sun King - Age 58

England


King William III - Age 46

Spain


King Charles II - Age 35

Russia


Tsar Peter I - Age 24

The Ottoman Empire


Sultan Ahmed III - Age 23

Sweden


King Charles XII - Age 14

Four of these Monarchs are under 40, none is over 60 and one is a pubescent teenager.  These were the most powerful men in Europe at the time.

Rough population estimates for 1696 have Constantinople as the largest city in Europe with a population of 700,000, London 530,000, Amsterdam 200,000, Paris 500,000 and Stockholm fell from 60,000 in 1685 to 40,000 in 1700 due to a great famine. 

When Peter came to power Russia was landlocked, had an insignificant, untrained and ill equipped army, no navy, no seaport and was really just a minor annoyance to the Ottoman Empire that bordered the southwest and the Scandinavian and Germanic countries that bordered the northwest.  

In Peter’s lifetime Russia would become a major naval powerhouse seemingly overnight.  His army would literally be whipped into a disciplined unbeatable fighting machine.  Old Russian traditions and superstitions would be forbidden.  Peter chose ability, merit, loyalty and dedication over birth and bloodline.  He did not care about country of origin, language spoken or class.  Peter would change Russia from the Russian calendar date of 7207 to the Julian calendar in the year 1700.  Everything European would be imposed on his country men.  Peter recruited the best and brightest from the countries he visited to help him make Russia a world class country.  Most of his countrymen from the poorest to the most powerful resisted change and resented the outside influence.  Bribery and embezzlement were a tradition in public and private life.  This may have been one of the biggest obstacles encountered in his reforms.  Many if not most of his people would pay a terrible price for these changes.  

This is a story of death, torture, extreme taxation, favoritism, brutal wars, scorched earth policies inflicted on his own countrymen to help destroy encroaching armies, high infant and adult mortality rates, binge drinking, disease, deception, corruption, paranoia, extreme cold, genius, determination and favoritism. 

Just a few of my favorite subjects are The Revolt of the Streltsky, “incognito travels” in Europe, Holland and the shipyards, Gordon, Lefort and the Jolly Company, Menshikov,  Catherine the peasant girl that became Peter’s mistress, wife and successor, St. Petersburg, Charles XII, harems and eunichs and the trial and death of Peter’s son.

There is so much amazing information in this book that our Athenaeum group could work on this for a year and still be talking over each other in our excitement to make a point.  This complex yet easily accessible work of historical non-fiction is so broad yet so detailed at 853 pages it is hard to believe it is such a page turner.  
