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GENETICS AND HISTORY
How a Single Gene Mutation Affected the Entire World

Late in the summer of 1818, a human sperm and egg united
to form a human zygote. One of those gametes, we don't
know which, was carrying a newly mutated gene. A century
later, after passing through three generations, that mutation
contributed to the overthrow of the Tsar and the emergence
of communism in Russia.

Improbably enough, a single change in a single molecule in
1818 may have profoundly affected 20th-century world
history. Without the evil influence of the mad monk
Rasputin, Russia might well have evolved into a
constitutional monarchy and communism never come to
power. Was the mutation of 1818 responsible for the power
of Rasputin? Here's what happened.

The zygote became Queen Victoria of England and the new
mutation was for hemophilia, bleeder's disease, carried on the
X chromosome. Victoria passed the gene on to some of her
children and grandchildren, including Princess Alexandra,
who married Nicholas |1, Tsar of Russia, in 1894. By 1903,
the couple had produced four daughters. The next year, the
long awaited male heir appeared - His Imperial Highness
Alexis Nicolaievich, Sovereign Heir Tsarevich, Grand Duke
of Russia.

From his father, the baby Alexis inherited the undisputed
claim to the throne of all the Russias. From his mother, he
inherited an X chromosome carrying a copy of the mutant
gene for hemophilia.

Soon after his birth, signs of Alexis' mutant gene appeared.
At six weeks, he experienced a bout of uncontrolled bleeding
and by early 1905 the royal physicians had concluded that he
was suffering from hemophilia. In addition to this personal
tragedy, the year was a terrible year for Russia -- war with
Japan ended in defeat and revolutionary fervor began to
sweep the country. It was also the year that Gregory
Effimovitch, known as Rasputin, was introduced to the royal



family.

Before modern medicine, life for the parent of a child with
hemophilia was unrelenting stress. During painful bleeding
episodes, little help could be offered. During healthy
interludes, constant worry that a fatal mishap may be a
moment away was inescapable. Realizing that the doctors
have no answers, such a parent may look elsewhere for help.
So it was with Alexandra. She threw herself into the church
and offered fervent prayers for her son. When no miracle
came, she doubted her own worth and sought someone closer
to God to intercede on her behalf.

In 1905, Rasputin arrived in St. Petersburg, accompanied by
his reputation as a man of god with miraculous healing
powers. His peasant dress, unkempt manner, and personal
magnetism made him an exotic celebrity in fashionable
circles and by November he was introduced to the royal
family. His immediate rapport with the children led
Alexandra to believe that her prayers may have been
answered and that Rasputin would be the intercessor to save
her son. From then on, Rasputin played a special role in the
royal court.

In time, Rasputin's penchant for debauchery became known
and many concluded that he was a fraud and a charlatan.
Alexandra, however, was unconvinced and held that the
stories circulating about Rasputin were rumors and lies.
Unwilling to separate his wife from someone in whom she
believed, the Tsar refused to ban Rasputin from court, despite
the advice of many who argued that his continued presence
was an embarrassment and a liability.

Until 1912, Alexandra might have been willing to abandon
Rasputin, should anyone have been able to convince her that
even a fraction of the reports about him were true. In the fall
of that year, however, events occurred that made Rasputin's
standing with the Tsaritsa absolutely unshakable. On holiday
at Spala in Poland, eight-year old Alexis fell and triggered the
worst attack of hemophilia he had ever experienced. An
abdominal bruise led to internal bleeding accompanied by
massive swelling and intense pain. His legs became paralyzed
and his suffering was appalling. For days he cried and
screamed in agony. As his condition worsened, first drafts of
his death announcement were drawn up and last rights
administered. Alexandra, without sleep for days, was



exhausted and in a state of drained hysteria.

Meanwhile, a friend of Alexandra's, Madame Vyrubova, sent
a cable to Rasputin asking him to pray for Alexis. Rasputin
immediately cabled back, "God has seen your tears and heard
your prayers. Do not grieve. The Little One will not die. Do
not allow the doctors to bother him too much.” A day later,
the hemorrhage stopped inexplicably. While others were
puzzled by this remarkable coincidence, Alexandra was
convinced that Rasputin had intervened with God and that a
miracle had happened. From then on, nothing could make
Alexandra give up the belief that the welfare of her son
depended absolutely upon following the advice of Rasputin.
Soon, Rasputin convinced her that the welfare of Russia and
the continued existence of the monarchy also depended upon
him. Rasputin's control over the royal family was now
complete.

At the time, Russia was the world's largest and most absolute
autocracy. Unwilling to discover what would happen to their
authority were the people to discover that the only heir was
an invalid in constant danger of death, Nicholas and
Alexandra insisted that Alexis' hemophilia be kept secret.
Although public knowledge would no doubt have adversely
affected the monarchy, secrecy was worse. Without
knowledge of the hemophilia, no one could understand
Rasputin’'s power over the royal family. Given Rasputin's
reputation, rumors of royal debauchery began to spread,
undermining respect for the Empress, the Tsar, and the
monarchy.

While World War | raged and political turmoil churned in the
country, Alexandra heeded Rasputin and rejected all attempts
to reform. In an effort to break Rasputin's hold over the royal
family, several conspirators murdered Rasputin in December
of 1916. However, Alexandra clung to Rasputin's advice and
continued to reject change. On February 16, 1917, the British
general Sir Henry Wilson, in Russia for the allied conference
in Petrograd, recorded in his diary, "the Emperor and
Empress are riding for a fall. Everyone -- officers, merchants,
ladies -- talk openly of the absolute necessity of doing away
with them." In March, Nicholas was forced to abdicate and
the royal family was placed under house arrest by the
Provisional Government. In November, the Provisional
Government fell to the Bolshevik revolution. The next July,
almost exactly 100 years after that first mutation, Nicholas,



Alexandra, and all of their children were murdered by their
Bolshevik guards.

Kerensky, the head of the Provisional Government after the
Tsar, has claimed, "Without Rasputin, there could have been
no Lenin." Certainly, without Lenin, there would have been
no communist Russia. And, without Alexis' hemophilia, there
would have been no Rasputin. Could it be that the single
mutation in the single cell that became Victoria was
responsible for the rise of communism? R. K. Massie has
written:

Had it not been for the agony of Alexis' hemophilia, had it
not been for the desperation which made his mother turn to
Rasputin, first to save her son, then to save the pure
autocracy, might not Nicholas Il have continued retreating
into the role of constitutional monarch so happily filled by his
cousin King George V? It might have happened, and, in fact,
it was in this direction that Russian history was headed. In
1905, the Russian people had had a partial revolution.
Absolute power was struck from the hands of the Tsar with
the creation of the Duma. In the era of Stolypin and the Third
Duma, cooperation between the throne and parliament
reached a level of high promise for the future. During the
war, the nation asked not for revolution but for reform -- for a
share of responsibility in fighting and winning the victory.
But Alexandra, goaded by Rasputin, passionately objected to
any sharing of the Imperial power. By giving way to his wife,
by fighting to save the autocracy and denying every plea for
responsible government, Nicholas made revolution and the
eventual triumph of Lenin inevitable.
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Perhaps a single genetic event can change the course of
history...



