Peter Stolypin
It is impossible to predict the time and progress of revolution.  It is governed by its own more or less mysterious laws.
- Vladimir Lenin
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Peter Stolypin is very much in vogue again.  This political heavyweight of the early 20th century is embraced by Left and Right alike.  Whatever it is, genuine or for public consumption, the former chairman of the Russian Empire's Council of Ministers remains, almost 100 years after his death, a lone megalith on Russia's desolate political landscape - just what he was until his dying breath.

A year before the outbreak of World War II the German Kaiser Wilhelm II, who died in exile, admitted, basically, that Bismarck was undoubtedly a great political figure, and yet Stolypin was a whole head taller.  Court gossip days that when "Cousin Willie" met "Cousin Nicky" face to face one day, he asked the Russian potentate, half in jest half in earnest, to "lend" him Stolypin for a few years.

Stolypin lived a little under 11 years, or rather close to it, in the 20th century.  Most of the "damned" problems that tripped Stolypin are still preying on Russia a century later.  If you happen to drive in the Russian countryside these days you are sure to see a village or two where folks live little better than their forebears did at the time when Stolypin's distant ancestors first set foot on Russian soil.

A few years ago, I chanced to be at a performance before a full house, a rare thing these days, at the National Opera in Kiev.  While I lingered by the stalls, reluctant to go up to the packed stuffy gallery, a uniformed attendant, a typical old hen standing watch at the door, whispered in my ear, "Take Stolypin's seat, quick," opening the door just a chink for me to steal in.  She seemed dead certain I knew my way – 1st row, 5th seat from the left.  Little did she know that she was wrong.  The seat that she thought was "his" was not exactly where it was on the fateful night of 1 September 1911.  The majestic Opera House built by the famous architect Victor Schreter burned and was reconstructed several times over the century, so what is the first row today is much farther from the stage than it was 90 years ago.

After the performance, I walked up to a respectable old lady who was busy draping the gilded seats with long white sheets.  "Today was a special night," she glibly explained.  "Other nights, we hardly have half a house, and you can see flowers someone puts in that seat, now and then.  The bosses fume about political demonstrations, but can do nothing about it."

"What do you know about Stolypin?" I ventured cautiously, expecting to hear a barrage of vilifications of the worst kind like we all did for decades under the now defunct regime.  "He was a man as firm as a rock," the attendant sounded defiant, and looking far younger than her years.  I was stunned.  "And he was killed for that.  My mother, God bless her poor soul, told me she saw him, in 1911.  Not in the theatre, they wouldn't have let her in.  At the railroad station, that's where, riding in a simple cab."

Her story coincided with the accounts of many eye–witnesses.  When Stolypin arrived in Kiev on 27 August to attend the unveiling ceremony of a monument to Alexander II, there was no guard of honour or carriage waiting for the premier of a great empire.  To the locals' unspeakable surprise, he hailed a cab to get to his official residence.  And the scene made by Rasputin at the local race track the night before 1 September is no longer perceived as a garish show.  "Death is stalking Peter.  Death is eyeing Peter," the old "Wise Man" announced in his booming voice.  Did he know?  Hardly.  But certainly he had a hunch…

I remember a talk I had many years ago with a person who was a living legend – Lyubov Shulyak, an architect and restorer in Novgorod (she died recently at the age of almost 101).  As a young girl, she had lived in Kiev and vividly remembered Stolypin's funeral.  "I was in my last year at grammar school.  As I remember, we had classes on that day.  Everybody wanted to go to the clinic where Stolypin had died from his wound.  The teachers were accommodating – all were in a state of shock.  Some feared anti-Semitic pogroms, like there were in 1904, others prophesied the worst would happen, with everything suspended in the air.  For no one seemed to have any illusions about the sovereign."

Generations come and go.  But their uninterrupted succession is the cornerstone, indeed the foundation, of a nation.  Stolypin hardly ever had the time to give this a thought.  If he had, though, he would certainly have had a hearty laugh at how prophetically his first and last names matched his political role.  "Peter," according to the Gospel, translates as "stone".  His ancestors had been in public view in Russia since the 16th century - 1566 to be exact.  Their family name derives from a Lithuanian word which also means "stone".  Legend has it that they came to live in Russia from Lithuania, of all places.  ("There was a time," you may heave a sigh, "when people fled the West to seek a safe haven in Russia, not the other way around as we see nowadays.")

Peter Stolypin was enormously proud of his Lithuanian roots.

Otherwise accommodating and chivalrous, he was hellishly obstinate and thoroughly assertive, a familial trademark in his ancestral lines (the poet Lermontov's grandmother, born a Stolypin, was a very pushy, if not rude, type.  For example, she insisted on calling every single dignitary in court, save for the emperor himself, by their first names).  After the hideous assassination attempt on his life at his country home on Aptekarsky Island on 12 August 1906, Stolypin, bespattered all over with ink (from the inkstand hurled into his face by the bomb blast) and his daughter Natalia's blood, walked down to the stream to wash up.  On the way there, he ran into a physician who happened to be one of Stolypin's strident opponents on the Right.  The doctor helped the premier to rinse his light wounds, luckily few in number, and before he could utter some words of consolation, Stolypin announced in a loud voice to forestall any objections, "The bombers will not stop the reforms, never."

In mindset and temperament, Stolypin was a complete "techie" with a natural bent for exact sciences.  As legend has it, while a student at the metropolitan university he got into a heated argument with the chemistry guru, Dmitry Mendeleyev, during an examination.  The academic argument that extended far beyond the curriculum went on for a long while in a high key until the professor suddenly slapped his forehead, "How silly of me!  Come on.  You get an A.  You deserve no less."  I wonder if the celebrity remembered the episode when Stolypin was made the highest-ranking civil servant in the empire?

Stolypin looked like a real Russian nobleman ("Sire Pierre" was the lifelong nickname he got for his looks) – a tall and well-groomed handsome man.  Except for a physical handicap – his right arm had been maimed in his younger years, so he could only write if he assisted himself with his left hand.  Some political meaning could be read into this, but Stolypin himself took great pains to conceal the real story of his handicap.  According to the romantic account, he was wounded at a duel with Prince Shakhovskoy, who killed Stolypin's younger brother Mikhail.  Perhaps.  But the offender, Shakhovskoy, could hardly have remained in the military after two duels (banned under the law).  This leaves us with a less stirring story – severe rheumatism aggravated (a very real medical probability) by a wound inflicted in a fight with Black Hundred bands attacking municipal physicians in his native Saratov.

His tall stature did Stolypin a disfavour, court rumours went.  Nicholas II, consumed by an inferiority complex because of not being tall, could not stand tall people (like Stolypin or Grand Prince Nicholas, the monarch's namesake).  He was well-bred enough not to display his dislikes in the open.  He boiled over one day, however.  Vladimir Kokovtsev, Stolypin's successor, was the right size, by his measure.  "I hope you will not overshadow me as the late Stolypin did?" the sovereign told his new prime minister in a low angry voice.  The emperor was not hinting at his physical assets alone.  Kokovtsev took the cue and bent over backward to "comply."  But he was not to blame for the succession of mediocrities, one more dreary than the other, who took his place, only to go shortly.  Anyone who knows the name of the last premier of the Russian Empire, please stand up and be counted.

Vasily Rozanov, a celebrated Russian writer, critic and philosopher, wrote, "There was not a single blot on Stolypin, a rare and near-impossible thing for a political figure.  The peaceful and self-doubting nation came to love him – his personality, his image, spiritual and, I suspect, even physical, that of a hardworking and unblemished provincial man who stepped, uncouthly and uncertainly, onto the national scene and started doing, the way he did in his 'province', the job he was given in St Petersburg, a job that was always tangled, devious and a bit unclean."

Stolypin's political career took off.  At 44 he was picked for prime minister and foreign minister at the same time.  He was an inveterate monarchist at heart, a zealot with a fanatic faith in absolute monarchy as the only choice for a "one and indivisible" Russia, brushing off the constitutional option as totally unacceptable for it.  He hated the State Duma from the start, though some of his last speeches in the Duma show a much greater respect for the representative body itself and the idea of parliamentarianism.  As far as the "one and indivisible" is concerned… It is known that the last words Stolypin muttered before his mind was blurred by approaching death were that Finland "must be given closer attention."  Not only Finland was on his mind.  Still in sound health and at the peak of his power, he thought the "Wisla Territory", as it was officially called to avoid the embarrassing memories "Poland" invoked, should and could become a fully independent state by 1920.

Stolypin entertained plans that were outrageously bold for the early 1910s (and accepted prosaically by our generation), such as a ministry of public health, or social security, or ethnic affairs.  He was planning to draft a bill to give Jews equal rights with gentiles.  He certainly realised that in the almost imminent clash with Germany, Russia would be better off with the Jews on its side.  Stolypin understood more than anyone else that any war would be a catastrophe for Russia.  Had he lived to 1914, he would certainly have sided with Grigory Rasputin, a man he thoroughly despised.

In the Duma he was known for his ringing, sharp and subtle battle cries like "We are not chickens," "They want a great shakeup, we want a great Russia," "Speed up slowly," "First establish order, then start the reforms."  Some modern historians marvel how a diehard Russian nationalist like Stolypin could be born in Dresden, instead of the Russian heartland.  Russian at heart, Stolypin had a German disposition (as we think of them) – rigid (even ruthless at times), demanding and pedantic.  His ruthlessness was perfectly excusable.  What else could you expect from a man holed up in a long-deserted suite of rooms in the Winter Palace, with a daughter in the next room screaming in horrible pain from the wounds suffered in an assassination attempt?  While we are on the subject of ruthlessness, I want to remind obsessive Stolypin haters at the left end of our present-day political spectrum that over his premiership years he signed far fewer death warrants (around 5,500) than Uncle Joe and his lieutenants did in a couple of weekdays (they had days-off, you know).  There were many more ex-convicts freed and their rights restored after Stalin's death than the "super-hangman" Stolypin sent into Siberian exile.

"Gentleness" was his way of dealing with his own farmhands and the peasants he had met with in his travels around Russia, all of them yearning for land and genuine freedom.  Stolypin was no lover of stock phrases like "I'm here to make you free."  He was convinced, however, that Russia had no chance of joining the civilised world as long as its peasants were destitute.  "Money is as good as the monarch's will," he never tired of repeating whenever he met local peasants.  Clearly, he was not motivated by compassion alone.  Rather, he knew the empire would fall unless there were reforms improving the situation in the countryside.

A note of reproach to modern officialdom.  Stolypin admitted one day that each time he thought about taking advantage of his high position, his pen fell out of his hand and his will was strangely paralysed.  On coming home after a day at work, the Iron Premier (Stolypin's sobriquet) was actually a man you could call simple, almost ascetic, and you could even say a bit sentimental.  He used to joke that he lived in an old-fashioned household where no drinking, smoking or cards was allowed.  As for his carefully concealed personal feelings…  Here is a touching passage providentially recorded by a friend:

Every morning when I get out of bed, I say a prayer and I look to the day ahead as the last one in my life and prepare to fulfill all my responsibilities with my eyes on eternity.  In the evening, as I retire to my room, I tell to myself that I must thank God for giving me another day….  I do this with a sense of near death.  At times, I feel keenly that the day for my assassin to carry out his scheme at last will come soon.

This sense of doom is conveyed in the opening phrase of Stolypin's will, "I want to be buried where I am killed."  It is, indeed, a stumbling block for bureaucrats today who have, for many years now, toyed with the idea of bringing his remains from his resting place in Kiev to Moscow.

The dowager Empress Maria Feodorovna recognised Stolypin's towering stature and believed, not without good reason, that he alone could save Russia from the approaching apocalypse.  One reason was aptly voiced by a famed Russian ultra-Rightist political figure, "A class we had has gone up in the tobacco smoke of conventions."  To extremist Socialist Revolutionaries, Bolsheviks and their ilk, he was a "butcher," "hangman," "murderer," and "slave owner" (50 years after serfdom was abolished in Russia).  After a record 10 assassination attempts, Stolypin did not care where the last bullet would come from – Left or Right.

The last words Stolypin addressed to the Duma were, "For people in power, gentlemen, there is no sin greater than shying away from their responsibilities."  They seem to be prophetically addressed to some of today's Duma members who indulge in the vilification of all and everything without the slightest intention of fulfilling their own responsibilities.

On 4 September 1911, the 3rd day of the assassination drama, Kiev was awash with rumours that Stolypin was recuperating.  But they were only rumours.  Years later, a famous Soviet writer, a celebrity, masterminded a new script for the final act – exactly on that day, a nurse (a Jewess, of course) sneaked into his ward and gave him a lethal injection.  A postmortem, though, confirmed Stolypin had had no chance of surviving, with or without an injection.  Modern medicine would have failed to keep him alive, too.  Mordka Bogrov's explosive bullet shattered Stolypin's liver, and the fragments and enamel chips of his medal of honour that got into the wound caused a general sepsis.

He was doomed, he had been in too many peoples' way.  As a once well–known poem went,

Why did they kill Lincoln after all?
Just because he was too tall.
Source: newtimes.ru New Times April 2005
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