A very polite and considerate revolution: the Scottish Women’s Hospitals and the Russian Revolution, 1916-1917
The story of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals (SWH) has been told many times, while that of its Russia Unit, established in 1916 by the London Committee of the SWH, has been recorded by both members and historians. 1 All focus on the experiences of the SWH, perhaps not surprisingly since the leader of the Russia Unit, Dr Elsie Inglis (usually credited with establishing the SWH), died almost immediately on her return to Britain from Russia at the end of November 1917. Indeed, one biographer sees her greatest achievement as getting 13,000 Serb soldiers out of Russia in defiance of Trotsky and the Bolsheviks. 2 Even the observations of those in the SWH Russia Unit who witnessed the overthrow of tsarism in March (diarists were scrupulous in recording events to the Gregorian rather than the Julian calendar) were generally concerned with the impact of what happened in Russia on the Allied war effort rather than internal Russian developments. This article aims to reconsider their observations of the 1917 revolution by shifting the focus of the SWH Russia Unit from itself to Russia, and to compare their eyewitness accounts with those of other non-Russian contemporaries. Firstly, a brief outline of the history of the SWH will be followed by an examination of the Russia unit as it worked for Serbian, Russian and Rumanian troops on Russia’s southern front from October 1916.  
The SWH was founded, out of patriotism and feminism, in the aftermath of the outbreak of war in the summer of 1914. Its chief backer was the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), which provided the London sub-committee while the headquarters were in Edinburgh under the auspices of the Scottish Federation of Women’s Suffrage Societies, of which Dr Elsie Inglis had been a member. The founders adopted a non-committal name in the hope of attracting support, both in terms of finance and personnel, from feminists and non-feminists, and indeed even anti-suffragists, though it never disguised its association with the cause of female suffrage: the NUWSS logo headed its notepaper, appeals and press notices, only supporters of votes for women could be office-bearers, and each of the 14 hospital units flew the NUWSS red, white and green flag below the Union Jack. 

The organization grew very quickly into something much bigger than anything the founders had anticipated. There was a huge response from the rest of the United Kingdom and beyond, with committees springing up throughout the Empire and the Dominions, and fundraising also being done in the USA. One estimate is that around 50 per cent of SWH personnel were Scottish and the rest were mainly English, with a few Welsh and Irish, at least one each from Canada, Australia and New Zealand, and ‘working’ visitors from the USA. 3 Indeed, Dr Inglis wanted to rename the scheme the ‘British Women’s Hospitals for Foreign Service’ but the Edinburgh organizers refused, and the name was never changed. 4 
The women who joined did so for a variety of reasons, above all loyalty to Britain and its Empire (Inglis herself was a ‘daughter’ of the Empire, having been born in India in 1864 to a father who worked for the East India Company), a sense of adventure, and, for feminists, a determination to prove that women were worthy of equal citizenship with men. Those who recorded their experiences with the SWH in diaries and letters expressed neither pacifist nor militarist sentiments. They were certainly disturbed by the damage war inflicted, and treated prisoners of war (POW) and refugees as well as wounded soldiers; indeed the SWH, a self-proclaimed all-woman outfit, employed male POW. For example, by mid 1915, the SWH unit in Serbia, which had been sent out to cover 300 beds, had grown to 550, divided between three hospitals; and in these, Austrian POW worked as orderlies ‘everywhere’. 5  
Elsie Inglis had first offered the services of the SWH to the British government, but was rebuffed, and so turned to the French and Serbians, who accepted with alacrity. The SWH, and particularly Dr Inglis, felt a deep affinity with the Serbs, whose soldiers the ‘Russia’ Unit was intended to serve in 1916. Thus in June 1915 the SWH declared that:


The work to which our Scottish women have set themselves in relieving distress in Serbia is worthy of the highest traditions throughout the country. … To the Scottish people in particular Serbia makes a strong appeal. Its mountains and glens resemble our own Scottish Highlands, its people have made a similar fight for freedom against tyranny and oppression. It has been rightly termed the ‘Scotland of the East’ and the Scottish people will not fail this brave little nation in her hour of trial. 6 
In August 1916, the America Unit of the SWH (so-called to honour the funds raised in the USA) arrived at Ostrovo to set up camp as the only hospital close to the Serbian front, and early in 1917, arrangements were made by the French and British to provide hospital accommodation for the Serbs, which included the SWH, putting it in the ‘paradoxical position of being a Scottish Women’s Hospital under French Army Headquarters for Serbian patients’. 7 In Serbia, as in France and later Russia, the SWH operated near to the battle front, and occasionally had to evacuate because the fighting was so close that the units were bombed. The mobile hospital of the SWH, the Girton and Newnham Unit, was ‘the first case of a foreign auxiliary hospital having been sent with the French Expeditionary Force’. Under Dr Louise McIlroy of Glasgow and Dr Laura Sandeman of Aberdeen, this Unit began work in May 1915 in France, moved to Serbia, and then to Salonica.  8 Even when the War ended, the SWH continued to work for the Serbs. In January 1918, the London Unit of the SWH which had served on the Russian southern front, 1916-17, was renamed the Elsie Inglis Unit, and went to Macedonia to serve the Serbs until March 1919. 9 Within Serbia itself, the SWH finally wound up its operations in March 1920.
The Russia Unit of the SWH in 1916
Elsie Inglis had served in Serbia from April 1915. She and her staff were taken prisoner after the Austrian invasion of October that year, though they were permitted to continue their work until they were released and allowed to return to Britain in February 1916. She was then asked by the Serbs in exile to provide mobile medical units for two Serbian divisions made up of Austrian conscripts who had deserted to the Russians but had no medical support. 10 Inglis had asked the War Office to send her to work with those Serbians who were fighting in Rumania. Once again, she was rebuffed, but her commitment to the Serbs convinced her that the SWH should serve them on the Russian front, and so the London branch of the NUWSS organized ‘this last adventure for the Serbian Army’. 11 On 11 September, 1916, Inglis set sail at the head of a fresh medical unit, consisting of 76 women (including inter alia doctors, an X-ray officer, a dispenser, 17 nurses, 16 orderlies, as well as cooks and laundresses, and a transport column of drivers, their cooks, ambulances, cars and lorries). 12 They arrived in Archangel with a few Serb soldiers (around 36 officers and men) who had traveled with the Unit, which was greeted and entertained by the English residents. Almost immediately, however, they received a message from the Serbian divisions urging them to leave for Odessa as soon as possible. When they set off a Russian regiment cheered, sang and danced farewell, and even tossed Dr Inglis in the air a number of times. She described this experience to her niece Amy in a letter dated 14 September 1916:


You can imagine, I fled, and seized hold of the British Consul. I did think the British Empire would stand by me, but he would do nothing but laugh! And I found myself up in the air above the crowd, up and down, quite safe, hands under one and around one. They were so happy that I waved my hand to them, and they shouted and cheered. 13 
On their arrival at Archangel, one member of the Unit, Elsie Bowerman, had noted that women did a lot of work on the docks, and once entrained, she observed that women seemed to do ‘most of the heavy work on the railways’, which she appears to have seen as peculiarly Russian and not simply because of a shortage of men due to the war. 14 The Scottish women reached Odessa on the evening of the 21 September and found the city suffering from scarcity and inflation, while they were described in a local newspaper as ‘healthy manly women, sunburnt and ready for anything’. 15 As in Archangel, the Unit was given a warm welcome by both the British residents and the Russian authorities. They were feted at a gala performance of opera in honour of the Grand Duchess Marie Pavlovna, aunt of Tsar Nicholas, who advised them to get appropriate winter clothing. When they left Odessa on the 25 September to join the Serbian division, they were given another thrilling send-off. 
They found, however, that most of the wounded sent to them in the base hospital they set up next to a Red Cross hospital were Russian and not Serb. Within three weeks, moreover, they had to evacuate amid considerable chaos, as the Rumanian, Serb and Russian soldiers retreated from a rapidly advancing German-Bulgarian onslaught. At one stage, the train with the Unit’s equipment left without the SWH staff; a few orderlies doggedly tracked it down by the end of October. By then, most of the SWH women considered it best to winter in Odessa where they could also work; but Dr Inglis was determined to establish a field hospital and to that end, she and a few sisters stayed behind and set up a dressing station. Their efforts, however, were overtaken by the enemy’s advance: plans had to be constantly changed, and by the end of the year the Unit had still not met up with the Serbs. They found that the latter had been so ‘cut up’ that the survivors were going into the reserve: indeed, the news from the front was very bad: 

The Russians have been withdrawn to go somewhere else they are more wanted, and as soon as the Serbs are all done for, which from all accounts won’t be long, the Rumanians are prepared to give in, or do a bunk. 16 
In fact, the Rumanian collapse was a disaster for the Russian army under General Brusilov, whose offensive on the south-west front (begun in June) had cost one million lives. 17 The chaos of retreat was miserable for the refugees and certainly difficult and hazardous for the SWH; yet it was also exciting for the ‘Scottish women’ who were able to take long leisurely walks and admire the scenery. They did, however, complain about the transport, most notably in the words of Lilias Grant, a nursing orderly from Inverness: ‘It seems rather funny that to go for four hours journey we will have taken 38 hours and in four different vessels. Russia really is the slowest country imaginable’. 18 Even taking into consideration the time of year (December), conditions of war, the spread of typhus at the front, the mass of refugees as well as troop transports, and the awful mud, it still seemed to the Scottish women that traveling in Russia was like being in ‘the dark ages’: as Grant again moaned, ‘you go for one hour and stop for eight!’ 19 To add to their discomfort, there was a rumour that some in the governing circles were seeking a separate peace: this was recorded by the orderly, Lilias Grant, in December 1916. 20 
There was, nevertheless, great pride when the women’s contribution was recognized by Russia and Serbia through the conferring of honours and medals at military ceremonies. The General in command of the Russian Red Cross on the Rumanian front conferred the medal of St George on all the members of the SWH Russia Unit who had worked under fire. 21 One of the diarists who was passing through Petrograd in March 1917 and witnessed the revolution, Elsie Bowerman, was awarded the Russian medal for meritorious service (which she recorded as being 2nd class, St Stanislas); however, a letter from the SWH London Committee on 28 November 1918, advised her that it could not be sent due to ‘disturbed conditions’. 22 
The Scottish women considered themselves as at least as good as the British Red Cross, and superior to other voluntary efforts, tending to look down on the Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs), although Elsie Inglis herself was Commandant of an Edinburgh VAD and some VADs worked for the SWH. 23 Dr Inglis recorded with evident satisfaction two stories she had heard while in Russia in March 1917. In one, two patients discussed the nurses who treated them, agreeing that ‘the Russian Sisters are pretty but not good, and the English Sisters are good but not pretty’. 24 A nurse who related the same anecdote was less amused: ‘we are’, she lamented, ‘very cast down’. 25 In the other story Inglis recounted that: 

There is a great rivalry between the Armoured Car Men and the British Red Cross men about the capabilities of their Sisters. (We, it appears, are the Armoured Car Sisters!) A BRC man said their sisters were so smart they got a man on to the operating table five minutes after the other one went off. Said an Armoured Car man: ‘But that’s nothing. The Scottish sisters get the second one on before the first one is off …’ 26 
The Russia Unit and the overthrow of tsarism 
Elsie Bowerman (1889-1973), a member of Mrs Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union, signed a six-month contract with the SWH and served as a mess orderly with the Russia Unit from September 1916 until March 1917. She was in Petrograd during the February Revolution, and has left a vivid impression of events. She arrived in the Russian capital on 5 March and, despite the city being swollen with refugees, she and her companions quickly found rooms  in a ‘good’ hotel, where she recorded that she felt ‘plunged suddenly into the joys of civilization’. 27 On The 8 March, she rose late and went shopping, noticing a crowd on Nevksii Prospect pulling down flags. The following day, she got her passport seen to, and then went sightseeing, but had to return to the hotel by ‘devious routes, as traffic somewhat blocked in Nevski (sic) Prospect by various squads of Cossacks who were galloping up and down’. They looked, she thought, ‘very dashing on their fine horses’, while she observed that their purpose was to prevent a crowd meeting to discuss the scarcity of bread in the capital. So big were the crowds that she was pushed and shoved alarmingly close to the horses. While she was caught up in the Cossacks’ charges on the crowds, and indeed had to shelter from gunfire, it seemed to her that the people were cheering the Cossacks, as if discerning hesitation on the part of the latter and willing them to switch sides and join the protesters. An American who had been in Petrograd a few months longer than Bowerman, working with the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) to establish POW camps, confirmed this unusual behaviour:


We anticipated a repetition of former times of disturbances when women and children were ridden down by Cossacks. This time, however, they used no violence, but merely rode through the open lanes of the people, while the latter shouted at them ‘You’re ours!’ and the Cossacks smiled back. 28 
The aims of the protesters, Bowerman thought, were simple: bread and cheaper food, to which she added ‘the vigorous prosecution of the war and that the pro-German element should be stamped out in Russia’. 

Bowerman’s account is very similar to that of Marguerite Bennet, a Scotswoman who had been living and working in Russia since 1911, and who in 1917 was employed in the Petrograd office of the British armaments firm, Vickers. After a dental appointment on the morning of 12 March, Bennet was forced to take a long walk to her lodgings on Vasil’evskii Island because of the disturbances: 

I met a company of Cossacks on horseback with a great crowd. Sometimes they were calling for bread, next moment the Cossacks and the crowd were all singing together. Suddenly the Cossacks charged the crowd with their long whips. I had been warned that this might happen, so I dashed into a shop and the man shut the door and barred it, and the Cossacks clattered past. 29 
Miss Bennet was fluent in Russian. Although the SWH women were given lessons in Serbian and Russian before they arrived, most relied on interpreters. In her time in Petrograd, Bowerman seems to have gone about the city with colleagues equally ignorant of the language, used her intuition about motivation, and accepted what she was told by the few Russian officers and medical personnel she met who could speak English and by the various British residents, including the wife and daughter of the ambassador. The latter, Meriel Buchanan, arrived back in Petrograd from a break in ‘the country’ on the 12 March, and was forbidden to go out of the Embassy on account of the riots. She recorded of that day: ‘in the afternoon a few English ladies, braving the very real dangers of the streets, came to the weekly sewing party’, but her mother sent them home early. 30 
Bowerman, however, still seemed to relish the experience of Petrograd after the previous six months spent with the SWH as ‘one long chuckle’, sleeping late and enthusiastically sightseeing even during the mass disturbances. 31 However, by Saturday the 10th, she found the shops were shut and crowds still being chased by soldiers, although ‘not so zealously as yesterday’. She realized that the unrest was spreading, but now admitted that it was difficult to find out what it was really about: ‘some people say it is anti-war, others that it is merely the expression of people’s dissatisfaction with the government and German influences in the country’. She and her friends were advised not to go out unless it was absolutely necessary, though they still went for walks and, on the 12 March, even for a manicure. By now, people were disarming officers; soldiers, on the side of the crowds, were guarding each street corner; and people were walking up and down singing songs and attending public meetings. At this stage, protesters were still being attacked by defenders of the regime, who seemed to be mainly police: she heard that several people had been killed and wounded by machine-guns. However, the people on the streets were arming themselves with what Meriel Buchanan described as ‘a motley collection of every kind of weapon’. 32 On 13 March, Bowerman’s hotel was searched by the rebels who suspected some armed policemen were on the roof. Bowerman’s notes for that day recorded:

All hotel servants and manager disappear – nothing to eat in restaurant. Shooting and shouting all day in the streets. Several search parties go to the hotel. Lorries crowded with armed men. In the evening, rifle shot heard in hotel – just one of the revolutionaries dropping his rifle. Heard trains were running punctually. At 6.30pm 3 police spies with machine guns were said to have been found on 3rd floor of hotel. No more searches. A ‘revolutionary’ officer left in charge. …Word from the British Embassy was that they ‘wished us luck’.
She was also told that the Astoria hotel had suffered a much worse fate. It had been sacked and the guests turned out; however, rather than just foreign visitors, it had housed military and their families, both Russian and foreign. Meriel Buchanan reported that it had been stormed by revolutionary troops because shots had been fired from its roof: 

All the Russian officers residing in the hotel were arrested, and an old General who tried to fire on the soldiers was killed in the hall. For a few moments it seemed as if the whole place would be ruined, and it was owing to the calmness and presence of mind of the officers of the English and French Missions that the women and children were got away safely, and that the building was not completely demolished. 33 
Marguerite Bennet had also gone out on the 13 March in search of bread, but found the shops closed and the streets packed; the following day, her lodgings were searched for arms, largely, it seems, because another lodger was a member of the Duma, though he had fled to Finland at the start of the unrest. 34 Like Bennet and Buchanan, Bowerman noted that the crowds and soldiers targeted the police who held out, stationing themselves on the tops of buildings; they were hunted down, while police headquarters, prisons and archives were sacked. The American secretary for the YMCA recorded that: ‘Russians with whom we talked called the police  system a treacherous German institution that had been foisted upon the people back in the time of Peter the Great and used as an instrument to keep the masses in ignorance and bondage ever since.’ 35 
It was, Bowerman acknowledged by the 14 March, dangerous to be on the streets; and yet she concluded: ‘Throughout we have met with the utmost politeness and consideration from everyone. Revolutions carried out in such a peaceful manner really deserve to succeed.’ Even the revolutionary who invaded her hotel room only wanted help to strap on the sword he had taken from an officer. This view of an ‘orderly’ Revolution was shared by Commander Oliver Locker-Lampson, of the British Armoured Car Squadron: ‘This tremendous change has been wrought without excess, without insult to women, without any cruelty. The crowds are not nearly as noisy as those in an English election … It has been the Revolution of a noble, generous-hearted people.’ 36 
Bowerman recorded many rumours: for example, that all the ministers had been shot or had shot themselves, and that 3,600 people had been killed or wounded in street affrays. 37 Of the causes of the revolution, it was said that pro-Germans in the Winter Palace had been in communication with Berlin since at least 1916, hoping to provoke civil war in Russia and so bring about its exit from the war; and that a police agent had cut down a woman in the street with the intention of starting a revolt. Such speculation was also reported by an English businessman, Stinton Jones, who was in Petrograd in March 1917. Like the Scottish women, Jones was inclined to give credence to such talk, but he went further when he stated categorically that the Government itself had deliberately prevented food supplies from reaching the capital, with the aim of provoking popular unrest, which it would use as an excuse to sign a separate peace with Germany. In his view, it was agitators who started the violence, but not revolutionaries. Rather, they were working for the police: ‘mixing with these queues were women, paid servants of the Government, doing their best to foster bitter feelings of those waiting for their dole of bread’; the police for their part fired on the crowds in order to infuriate them. Only then, he claimed, did the revolutionaries become involved. 38 The British ambassador, however, reported that even though Petrograd was full of German agents working for the overthrow of the tsar ‘as the surest stepping stone to the eventual elimination of Russia from the War’ they became involved only after the March disturbances. 39 Like Bowerman, Stinton was convinced that the protesters were pro-English and pro-War. Thus, he took the precaution of wearing a small Union Jack in his button-hole and though he was repeatedly challenged by someone in the mob, he recalled that when he ‘uttered the magic word “Englishman”, [and] showed [his] flag’ all was well. 40 

Not all SWH personnel put the revolution down to government intrigue. Two women from Inverness, Lilias Grant and her friend Ethel Moir, who had together signed up as orderlies for the Russia Unit, returned home to Scotland on hearing news that Moir’s mother had died. They arrived in Petrograd on 19 January, and left secretly at daybreak of either the 7 or the 8 March. 41 Like Bowerman in March, the friends spent their time sightseeing while waiting for permission to travel. In late February, Moir recorded that Petrograd was becoming ‘more and more unsettled, and the strikes are spreading’; indeed, she believed that ‘there will be a big bust-up soon’. 42 Another SWH orderly, Ysabel Birkbeck, wrote on the 12 March, that ‘we have just realized the importance of the bread riots’. 43 
Of the outcome of the revolution, Bowerman believed that the people wanted Nicholas to abdicate but to retain the monarchy, despite the fact that they cheered the declaration of a republic. Meriel Buchanan recorded an anecdote of an exchange between two soldiers: even as the imperial arms were torn down from buildings and burnt, one of them declared ‘what we want is a Republic’, to which the other replied, ‘yes, a Republic, but we must have a good Czar at the head of it.’ 44 Bowerman wrote in relief that the new Provisional Government ‘got hold of the movement in time and turned it in the right direction thus preventing civil war and chaos’. 
From hope to disillusionment: the Russia Unit after March
Other SWH personnel of the Russia Unit shared Bowerman’s excitement on hearing of the March events. Mary Lee Milne served as a cook and kept a diary between 30 August 1916, when she began the trip with Elsie Inglis to Rumania, and 26 November 1917, when, back in Edinburgh, she recorded the death of Dr Inglis. 45 She was at the hospital in Reni, then in Rumania, when she reported on 18 March that news of the overthrow of tsarism had been received with tremendous excitement: ‘It is grand living in the midst of History like this’. 46 Yvonne Fitzroy, a nurse who was also at Reni, agreed that ‘no one could think or speak of anything but the Revolution’, adding that they first heard the news from ‘the Turks in the Dobrudja who had wirelessed their congratulations!’ Everyone, she claimed, was consumed with enthusiasm and confidence that this was the work of ‘the Army and the people united’: it was, she declared ‘splendid – splendid’. 47 
The SWH diarists hoped that the revolution would have a beneficial effect on the war. However, they soon expressed concern about the effects of political events in general, and of Order No.1 in particular, on the morale of the Russian troops. Fitzroy recalled a visit on 23 March to the Reni hospital by a Russian doctor who ‘shed some interesting light on the other side of the Revolution, i.e., the democratic influence in the ranks’. Fitzroy still expressed hope about the Russians ‘working out their own salvation’; but she confessed that ‘the present possible effect of the Revolution on the Army does undoubtedly make one anxious’. 48 One effect was that patients formed their own soviets, and there were reports of ill-discipline in hospitals. 49 However, the standard of care given by the SWH was still appreciated by the Russian soldiers: in April 1917, Dr Inglis purchased some icons for the wards and had them blessed by Orthodox clergy. In return, she received a letter signed by ‘Russian Soldiers, Citizens, and the Russian Sister Vera V. de Kolesnikofff’:

We, all the patients, sick and wounded, belonging to the Army and Navy, and coming from different parts of great, free Russia, who are at present in your hospital, are filled with feelings of truest respect for you. We think it our duty as citizens on this beautiful day of Holy Easter to express to you, highly respected and much beloved Doctor, as well as to your whole unit, our best thanks for all the care and attention you have bestowed upon us. We bow low and very respectfully before the constant and useful work which we know to be for the well-being of our allied countries. We are quite sure that, thanks to the complete unity of all the allied countries, the hour and gladness and the triumph of the allied arms in the cause of humanity and the honour of nations is near. Vive l‘Angleterre! 50 
Given the language and sentiments, the latter so close to those of the SWH, this may have been framed by the Russian sister who was the last signatory, and who translated for the Unit. 
On 25 March, Fitzroy and Milne attended a revolutionary meeting of soldiers in Reni market square. Although both had taken Russian lessons, they were still reliant on a Russian nursing sister (not named, but possibly the same woman) to interpret for them. The latter told them of the speakers’ announcement that proof of treason on the part of Nicholas and his wife, Alexandra, had been found, followed by the declaration that ‘the first duty of the citizens of the Republic was to defend Russian soil’. Indeed, while previously Britain and France had doubted Russia’s good faith, the downfall of the Tsar meant that ‘her loyalty was assured, and the War would be fought to the finish’. 51 Both Milne and Fitzroy reported this claim that the Tsar had betrayed Russia to Germany. However, Fitzroy reflected later that she did not believe the Empress had consciously worked in the enemy’s interests, but instead had feared the people and wanted her son to inherit full power from his father; while of Nicholas’s loyalty, Fitzroy thought there was not ‘the smallest doubt’. 52 The British ambassador agreed: Alexandra was a reactionary rather than a traitor, and while Nicholas had many faults ‘the charge of falsehood is non-proven’. 53 
Moreover, both Fitzroy and Milne quickly realized that his downfall would not result in either a more effective Russian contribution or a quicker end to the War. Milne felt, notwithstanding the Easter declaration of appreciation, that the Russia Unit was insecure. Fitzroy feared that the soldiers were ‘terribly dangerous material for the agitator’, because they had had little education, and the peasants generally were ‘inflammable and primitive’. 54 Milne reported growing suspicions of the motives of the SWH, reflected in the arrest by Russian soldiers in April 1917 of one of the Unit’s nurses, an Irish Sister, Agnes Murphy, on suspicion of being a spy. The Russia Unit regarded this as ‘an insult to the whole British nation’: Dr Inglis insisted on accompanying Murphy, reporting later that it was essential that ‘we should make these men understand that Great Britain is absolutely loyal and intends to carry this war through’. 55 In fact, such accusations are understandable: the Unit’s hospital was near the soldiers’ lines, and when off-duty, the women walked and rode in the surrounding countryside. Another woman, Miss Broadbent, was arrested as she was taking a leisurely stroll, and once again Inglis had to intercede. It seemed increasingly apparent to the ‘Scottish women’ that the Russian officers were no longer certain of their authority. 56 Audrey Cahill explains that the Russian troops were suspicious of SWH intentions ‘not because the Scottish women were British warmongers, but because they were foreigners (i.e. Germans) thought to be in league with the enemy’. 57 Yet it may also reflect wider suspicions of Allied intentions towards Russia, using its troops as cannon fodder. The SWH cook Mary Milne reported in May that there were fears Russia would make a separate peace with Germany, and in her view the arrest of Murphy was a warning of the unreliability of the Russians, or at least of their feelings towards their British ‘allies’. She recorded a visit to the hospital on 9 April: ‘General Krupensky’s son had supper with us tonight, and he was very depressing, more about the revolution than about the war. No workmen will do any work, and they will not be able to get ammunition enough, so the war will be hampered by it, instead of helped on’. 58 Certainly, by the summer of 1917 there was widespread disaffection in the Russian armed forces, and the troops may have been more worried about Britain keeping them in the war than about the SWH colluding with the Germans. Milne wrote of Dr Inglis’s determination to serve as an example to the Russian troops: ‘She seems to think we are going to teach Russia what England stands for – she says it is the chance of our lives, and perhaps Russians will say, I have met a Scottish woman, so I know what England is like’. 59 Milne, though, did not agree. 

Dr Inglis was warned in May to have the Unit in a state of readiness for a summer offensive, but it was repeatedly postponed. Rumours of fraternization between Russian and German troops and of a separate peace continued to circulate. 60 In August 1917, Inglis wrote: ‘the Russian General on the front is going to insist on having [the Serbian division] “to stiffen up his Russian troops”. … The hospital was full and overflowing when I left – still Russians. Most of the cases were slight: a great many left hands, if you know what that means.’ 61 This spate of self-inflicted wounds added to the growing doubts among the British - and not only the SWH - that Russia would be able to continue in the war. As early as April 1917, the British ambassador had reported that ‘the military outlook is most discouraging, and I, personally, have abandoned all hope of a successful Russian offensive in the spring’. 62 There were also increasing fears for British subjects in Russia. 63 Inglis was insistent not only that the Russia Unit remain at the front, but that new staff be sent. Arthur Stanley, head of the British Red Cross in London, warned the British commissioner in Petrograd that, despite the latter’s advice to the ‘Scottish Women party’ not to travel to Russia because of the volatile situation, these ‘Englishwomen’ (as they were known there) would continue to come. 64 Inglis was demanding replacements for those personnel (such as Bowerman ) whose contracts were up and in London the Serb legation as well as prominent supporters of the NUWSS lobbied the Foreign Office to grant travel permits to the necessary replacements. This was agreed on 8 June, though only for medical personnel, not for drivers. 65 
Inglis was also now convinced that the Russians would not fight, especially with the disturbances in Petrograd in July, and so was determined to get her Unit transferred to the Serbian division. When the situation became too dangerous even for this, Inglis was even more determined to ensure that the Serbian troops were allowed to leave Russia with her. The Serbs themselves, who had great hopes riding on a successful Allied victory, wanted to be released from the authority of the Russians and put under British command, particularly as it became clear that the Bolsheviks would take power. The British Government agreed, and so in November 1917, when the SWH Russia Unit sailed to Newcastle, it was accompanied by a considerable contingent of Serbs; indeed, Milne believed that Inglis died ‘knowing she had won’ on this point at least. 66 
Conclusion
What is clear from the SWH testimonies is how exciting the February Revolution was, at least for onlookers with no immediate stake in the outcome. Their commitment to the military cause may have encouraged the assumptions that a major factor in the unrest was not just anger at the way the government was running the war effort, but determination to honour Russia’s obligations to the Allies, and in particular to prove Russia’s good faith to the British and French. This was not simply due to wishful thinking or political naivety: the Scottish women were influenced by the people with whom they had the closest contact, both Russian and British, who all shared this hope. Their subsequent unease and eventual disillusionment paralleled both the growing radicalization of the people after March and the collapse of the Russian military forces in the summer. 


Bowerman’s descriptions of revolutionary Petrograd show that, even in the grips of mass unrest, foreign visitors could view what was happening on the streets as part of their sightseeing itinerary. The SWH orderlies Bowerman, Moir and Grant all recognized that problems with the food supply underlay the unrest. Yet they also recorded their enjoyment of delightful meals, a privilege which only seem to have stopped for Bowernman on 13 March because the hotel staff had joined the strikers and which resumed almost as soon as the Provisional Government was formed, despite the continuing shortages experienced by the ordinary people. As the Scottish women had experienced at the front, it was administrative chaos as well as serious deficiencies in transport and distribution which lay behind the shortages and which the cook Milne, doctor Emslie (Hutton) and nurse Fitzroy reported continued after March. What the SWH did not see was that peasants were withholding supplies because there was no incentive for them to trade with the government. 67 Indeed, peasants only appear in their writings either as exotic (if often lousy and volatile) exhibits of a foreign, even medieval, culture, or as miserable refugees. 

Given the feminist credentials of the SWH, if not of all of its personnel, it is curious that none of the observers focused on the role of women in the February Revolution, perhaps because those with whom they had dealings (the hairdressers and manicurists, for example) did not join the demonstrations until later. Moreover, like the SWH, Russian feminists were observers and not participants in the overthrow of tsarism, though like the SWH they greeted it ‘with heartfelt relief’: as Linda Edmondson has noted, the feminist press in Russia rejoiced that ‘freedom had dawned and with it the will to restore Russia’s fortunes’. 68 Both Russian and British feminists remained committed to the war effort, however, which soon alienated them from the mass of women workers who had more pressing concerns. The gulf between the two positions is reflected in the fear expressed by the feminist physician, Mariia Pokrovskaia: ‘to repeat to the people that “the revolution will give you a better piece of bread” is to appeal to the worst part of the people.’ 69 
Whereas Russian feminists were apprehensive, the Scottish women from the start were keenly interested in what was going on in the streets, which they judged to be a popular uprising. Richard Pipes has argued that the overthrow of tsarism was ‘first and foremost a mutiny of peasant soldiers whom, to save money, the authorities had billeted in overcrowded facilities in the Empire’s capital city’. 70 The SWH accounts show that it was more complex than that, beginning with workers’ protests about bread shortages and inflation and showing how these very quickly escalated to calls for the end of the autocracy. 71 Although they too gave credence to rumours of German intrigue at the Russian court, the SWH saw the crowds as acting on their own account and not to the tune of either police or revolutionary agents. They record the crowds’ strategy of drawing in the soldiers and sailors and confirm the significance of first neutralizing and then winning over the Cossacks. 72 Thus, SWH accounts add detail to the picture of how quickly confusion spread through the military garrison and the city’s factories and essential services were brought to a standstill. 73 They confirm what Orlando Figes has termed ‘the power of the streets’ and Rex Wade ‘the popular revolt’. 74 The SWH witnessed the destruction of the old police system and recorded the violation of both property and persons by armed revolutionaries. Moreover, while the SWH believed that the crowds acted rationally and expressed some sympathy with them, they also recounted incidences of popular anger directed at tsarist officials, particularly policemen, who were ‘hunted down, lynched and killed brutally’. 75 The Scottish women were disturbed by such violence and relieved at the establishment of the Provisional Government, hoping that all efforts would now be concentrated on pursuing the war effectively. Although they paid little attention to political parties, their sympathies lay with those who wanted a constitutional monarchy to follow the abdication of Nicholas. 
Thus while politics is not completely absent from the SWH accounts of the revolutionary process in March, their observations illuminate the findings of social historians of 1917 that the crowds were not simply manipulated by extremists. In line with their growing misgivings about the impact of the downfall of the Romanov regime on Russia’s war effort, the SWH eye-witnesses support Steve Smith’s suggestion that the workers and soldiers in Petrograd ‘had no real sense of this as a “bourgeois” revolution’ but instead believed that Russia ‘was embarking on a democratic revolution that would bring enormous benefits to the common people’. 76 Indeed, unease within the SWH grew after March as the ordinary people, including their patients, began to assert themselves through the soviets. The SWH believed that the overthrow of the autocracy had brought freedom and democracy; but they soon grew concerned that this ‘freedom’ meant lack of control and discipline, and that the new ‘democracy’ referred only to the masses: hence, the anxiety expressed by Bowerman, Fitzroy and Milne that democratization would undermine the war effort. On her return to Britain, Bowerman campaigned with Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst against strikes as unpatriotic, while Mrs Pankhurst traveled to Russia on a mission to keep the country in the war, arriving in Petrograd on 18 June, returning to London in October with dire warnings about the threat of Bolshevism for Britain as well as Russia. 77 Bowerman went on to help found the anti-trade union and anti-communist Women’s Guild of Empire in 1920, of which she was secretary throughout that decade. 
Angela Smith has claimed that the SWH’s writings on Russia in 1917 show awareness of the wider historical implications of their role. 78 They were certainly thrilled at being present when history was in the making. However, a close examination of their testimonies reveals that the SWH had no interest in the internal affairs of Russia, except in so far as these had a bearing on the war. Indeed, their writings show not only their sympathy for the upper-class refugees who fled Russia during the Civil War, but their antipathy towards both Bolsheviks and Jews. 79 A few of the Scottish women even joined the forces opposed to the Bolsheviks, though most had returned to Britain by the end of 1920. 80 

The diaries and letters of women from the Russia unit of the SWH add insight, detail and colour to other eyewitness accounts, conveying the thrill as well as the danger of the March Revolution. They anticipate the situation of dual power, sharing the anxiety of the upper classes that the spontaneous movement be quickly brought under control by the Provisional Government, as well as their growing fear that the crowd had now found its voice in the spread of soviets and would no longer willingly do the bidding of its social superiors. Perhaps above all, they confirm social historians’ views of the popular nature of the revolution and the gulf between the masses and the privileged minority who, like themselves, were onlookers, not participants. 
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