
    
      
        
          
            [image: cover.jpg]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: 79933.jpg]
          
        

      

      
        

        ALMA BOOKS LTD

        London House
243–253 Lower Mortlake Road
Richmond
Surrey TW9 2LL
United Kingdom
www.almabooks.com

        First published by Alma Books Limited in 2012
Copyright © Louise Miller, 2012

        Louise Miller asserts her moral right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

        Extract from ‘Many Sisters to Many Brothers’ from Poems of Today by Rose Macaulay reprinted by permission of Peters Fraser & Dunlop
(www.petersfraserdunlop.com) on behalf of the Estate of Rose Macaulay

        Printed in England by CPI Antony Rowe

        Typesetting and eBook by Tetragon

        ISBN: 978-1-84688-184-8
eBook ISBN : 978-1-84688-230-2

        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. 

        This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not be resold, lent, hired out or otherwise circulated without the express prior consent of the publisher.

      

      
        

        Contents

        
          	
            
              Prologue
            
          

          	
            
              Part One
            
          

          	
            
              ‌Chapter 1: Departure
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 2: Antebellum
            
          

          	
            
              C‌hapter 3: Kragujevac
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 4: Typhus
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 5: Invasion
            
          

          	
            
              Part Two
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 6: Retreat
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 7: Coast
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter ‌8: Corfu
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 9: Monastir
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 10: Wounded
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 11: The Front
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 12: Canteens
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 13: Breakthrough 
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 14: Spanish Influenza
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 15: Hungary
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 16: Travels
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 17: Frontier Troops
            
          

          	
            
              Part Three
            
          

          	
            
              C‌hapter 18: Interbellum
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 19: Occupation
            
          

          	
            
              Chapter 20: “Folly‌’s End”
            
          

          	
            
              ‌Afterword
            
          

          	
            
              Epilogue
            
          

          	
            
              Acknowledgements
            
          

          	
            
              Notes and References
            
          

          	
            
              Illustrations
            
          

        

      

      

      
        For my father, Tony Miller, who also liked a good adventure

      

      
        

        Oh it’s you that have the luck, out there in blood and muck:
You were born beneath a kindly star;
All we dreamt, I and you, you can really go and do,
And I can’t, the way things are.
In a trench you are sitting, while I am knitting
A hopeless sock that never gets done.
Well, here’s luck, my dear – and you’ve got it, no fear;
But for me… a war is poor fun.

        Rose Macaulay, 
‘Many Sisters to Many Brothers’, 1914
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          ‌Prologue
        

        During the night of 15th November 1916, snow fell softly on the bare hills and mountains of Macedonia. Had it fallen two years previously, none would have noticed except perhaps the few villagers who scraped a meagre living in this inhospitable region. Most of the unhappy inhabitants by now had fled in the wake of bitter fighting between the Serbian and Bulgarian armies, who were both grimly determined to lay claim to territory that they believed was theirs by historical right.

        In the autumn of 1915, after the Bulgarians had sided with the Germans to declare war on the British-allied Serbs, they had marched their brown-clad soldiers into Serbian-held Macedonia to seize the strategic town of Monastir. The following September the Serbs had counter-attacked in an attempt to recapture this key location. By the middle of November, after fighting a series of vicious battles in the mountains to the east, they had very nearly succeeded.

        Hill 1212, which rose to a peak over the plain on which the town lay, was now one of only two mountain strongholds still in Bulgarian hands. The Serbs were halfway up this remove elevation, named solely for its altitude, after days of dogged fighting over the rough ground. Their orders were to take the Hill at all costs. Ahead of their impending attack they huddled behind the boulders that lay scattered across the steep terrain. Others had dug themselves shallow trenches for shelter in the hard earth.

        During the night, five hundred reinforcements in a mixture of horizon-blue and khaki uniforms joined their compatriots in the front lines. As they moved into position, indistinguishable in her uniform among them was a forty-year-old woman from Suffolk, Flora Sandes, the granddaughter of an Irish bishop. She took her place behind a pile of rocks alongside the men and lay shivering on the snow in her heavy overcoat. Eventually, despite the bitter cold, she fell asleep.

        At the break of dawn she woke abruptly to the sharp crack of rifle fire. In a surprise pre-emptive assault, the Bulgarians had attacked under the cover of the early-morning mist that now accompanied the snow. Flora jumped up and grabbed her rifle. To the shouts of her commandant ordering “Drugi Vod napred!” (“Second Platoon forward!”) she joined the men as they scrambled up the hillside. They advanced, taking cover behind the rocks that dotted the barren, snow-covered terrain. As she paused, panting from the excitement and exertion, she could see the men of her regiment sheltering behind similar outcrops from the withering enemy rifle and machine-gun fire. Although she could hear how close the Bulgarians were by their shouts, she was unable to see them through the thick fog that lay atop the mountain.

        The Serbian defence began to disintegrate into chaos in the face of the ferocity of the attack. The men refused to leave their cover, despite the efforts of their officers to dislodge them. In a desperate effort to save their positions from being overwhelmed, a captain was valiantly attempting to organize a counter-attack. He ordered the regimental bugler to signal his men into battle, but the man was so terrified that he was unable to make a noise. The exasperated captain seized the instrument from his shaking hands, stood up against the skyline and began to blow with all his might. His example was enough to rally the soldiers, including Flora. She left her shelter with the men of her platoon and raced ahead for a few paces before throwing herself flat on the snow alongside them. Just then, a group of Bulgarians emerged from the mist a few steps away and hurled a well-aimed grenade into their midst. 

        

        ‌Part One

      

    

  
    
      
        ‌‌Chapter 1

        ‌Departure

        1914

        On 12th August 1914, a mere eight days after war had been declared between Britain and Germany, a group of nurses gathered on the platform at Charing Cross station. Around them swirled bustling crowds of uniformed Territorial soldiers returning from training, Naval Reserve men who had just been called up and civilians wearing little flags on their lapels, clutching the ‌latest edition of the newspapers.1 The eight women were a mixed group. Some, properly speaking, were not even nurses. In the excitement and enthusiasm of the early days of the war all that was needed to lay claim to the title was a uniform, the correct bearing and a patriotic desire to serve one’s country.

        Among them was Flora Sandes, a tall, thirty-eight-year-old Englishwoman who spoke with a soft Irish accent. She too was not a qualified nurse – she had enjoyed far too privileged an upbringing to have trained for a commonplace career – but her leisured background had given her the time to take up nursing as a hobby. It was one at which she was supremely competent, although at times her unbridled enthusiasm tempered her ability. She had sailed through numerous St John Ambulance Brigade courses. She was also one of the few women who had been trained specifically to give first aid in wartime conditions through her membership of two quasi-military women’s organizations, the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) and the Women’s Sick and Wounded Convoy Corps.

        When, a week before, she heard the news that Britain was at war, she was camping with her family and a couple of friends near Rye in Sussex. Leaving everyone behind, she leapt into her French racing car and sped back to her home in Thornton Heath, then ‌a prosperous suburb of London.2 That week, she had joined the throngs of women all frantically looking for war work at the offices of the British Red ‌Cross in London’s Vincent Square.3 There she had been put ‌in touch with Mabel Grouitch,4 the elegant forty-one-year-old American wife of Slavko Grouitch, the Under-secretary of Foreign Affairs for Serbia. Mabel was scrambling to enrol a corps of volunteer surgeons and nurses willing to travel to Serbia with her “Anglo-American Unit” but, in the two weeks she gave herself, her efforts at recruitment had been a disappointment. She was only able to hire those who could leave at a moment’s notice and had failed to attract a single surgeon. Short of trained volunteers, she had agreed to interview Flora, who was determined to join the Unit and had argued her case hard. Despite her experience, she had already received her first rejection by the time she sat nervously before Mabel. A day or two earlier she had eagerly applied to become a Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD), an assistant attached to a British hospital, fully expecting to be hired immediately. Instead, to her disbelief, the interviewing matron had “snubbed” her. “There are others who are better trained than you. And anyway, the war will only last six ‌months,” she told her brusquely.5

        Although the matron had rejected her on the grounds of insufficient experience, Flora also had the wrong sort of experience. Few hospitals at the time were willing to hire women doctors, let alone a former member of the FANY and Women’s Sick and Wounded Convoy Corps, organizations with strong links to the suffrage movement. Her prospective employers would have written her off as a potential troublemaker, unlikely to submit meekly to the discipline of an Edwardian hospital ward. And Flora was anything but meek. But Mabel, desperate for all the competent help she could get, agreed to take her on. She may not have been a nurse, she reasoned, but her training in first aid had been comprehensive. She also needed women who were practical and adaptable, able to serve under potentially gruelling conditions, and Flora was both to a fault.

        On the day the Anglo-American Unit left England, Austria-Hungary attacked Serbia. The assassination of Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, at the hands of a Bosnian Serb provided the pretext that it had been waiting for to teach the fledgling but troublesome kingdom a lesson in humility it believed it sorely needed. The dynamic Serb state to its south had been an irritant for years. Flush with its territorial gains from the Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913, it had served as an increasingly attractive magnet for the large Slav population in the south of Austria-Hungary who desired, if not union with Serbia, then certainly a closer alliance. The Serbs knew exactly what they wanted – the formation of a Greater Serbia within the territories that had formed their medieval empire, including parts of Austria-Hungary. On 28th June 1914, the night of the assassination, the Austro-Hungarian army turned its spotlights threateningly across the Sava River on Belgrade.

        The flurry of diplomatic activity in the wake of the murder was unable to prevent Austria-Hungary from issuing an ultimatum designed to be impossible for Serbia to accept. Mabel Grouitch’s husband Slavko was one of two representatives of the Serbian government ‌to be handed the ultimatum.6 Anxious to avoid further warfare after two years of fighting in the Balkan Wars, the government accepted its humiliating terms with only three reservations, which they offered to submit to international arbitration. But these reservations were enough to give Austria-Hungary the excuse they required to declare war, on 28th July. That day, when they lobbed their first shell on Belgrade, they set in motion a chain of events that led to full-scale global conflict.

        The train carrying the Anglo-American Unit pulled out of Charing Cross just before three o’clock on a hot summer’s afternoon. Flora was waved off by several members of her large and tight-knit family. The youngest child of eight, she was the epitome of the independent, forthright and determined “new woman”, with an interest in fast cars, gruelling physical challenges and, above all, travel. A seasoned camper, she had used her experience to prepare herself well for this trip. In addition to her violin, she had packed a tea basket, a portable rubber bath, a hot-water bottle, a campbed, a first-aid kit and all ‌the cigarettes she could carry.7

        Among the women travelling with her was Emily Simmonds, a spirited, competent and conscientious “private duty” nurse in her early thirties, of British origin but American training. She was newly versed in the latest techniques, having transcended an impoverished upbringing to ‌specialize as a surgical assistant.8 When war was declared she had been on holiday in Paris. Cancelling her return trip, she had joined the throngs of excited passengers leaving the French capital for London. On arrival, she approached the British Red Cross for work, only to be refused forthwith on the ‌grounds that she was American-trained.9 Her options curtailed, she volunteered for Mabel Grouitch’s Unit to work under the auspices of the Serbian Red Cross, who had no such qualms about nationality.

        Mabel had warned the women before they left that they would face a difficult and comfortless trip. They had also been told by all who ventured an opinion that it was “impossible to get a party of women across Europe at that time”. Trains throughout France were being diverted for military use, towns were crowded, hotels were full and that August was one of the hottest months in years. They were also travelling on a shoestring budget. Mabel had not been able to find time to raise funds for the expedition and was forced to finance the party herself. Still, the women shrugged off the warnings of discomfort. “We were all very proud of the fact that our boat was the first to cross the Channel after the ‌British Expeditionary Force,” remembered Flora.10

        Early that evening they arrived in Folkestone, lugging their bags from the train to a boat and, once across the Channel, from the boat to a Paris-bound train. They pulled into the dark station, exhausted, at five o’clock in the morning. By the time they caught the 6.16 p.m. train south in the “awful” heat, they had thirty Serbian students with them who wanted to join their country’s army but were unable to travel to Serbia through neutral countries without an alibi. When Mabel had visited the Serbian legation earlier that day, the Minister had asked her if she would take the students with her and tell any authorities who asked that they were part of her Unit. After she readily agreed, the students were kitted ‌out with Red Cross armbands.11

        To save what little funds they had, the women travelled mainly third-class in the relentless August heat, in the spirited company of the students. At every stop, Mabel and her eight nurses – Flora, Emily, Mrs Ada Barlow, Miss Violet O’Brien, Miss Ada Mann, Mrs Rebecca Hartney, Mrs ‌Barber and Miss Grace Saunders12 – had to push their way through platforms seething with soldiers and civilians, with their baggage and medical supplies in tow. Finding accommodation in the crowded towns along the route was no less of a struggle; the disruption to train schedules played havoc with any attempts they made to plan ahead.

        From Paris their sleeping arrangements became increasingly makeshift. They spent some nights sleeping on the floor of their train, wrapped in their overcoats. At other times, they shared rooms in inexpensive and none-too-clean hotels. “Mrs Barlow and I shared a room with four beds. I broke two of them. Bugs galore,” wrote Flora in her diary after one particularly sleepless night. But not all nights were so miserable, thanks to the considerable charms of Mabel Grouitch. “Importantly she had very fascinating manners and was extremely pretty,” Flora recalled. “We used to get stuck at some little wayward station, with nobody to meet us and nowhere to go, and Mme Grouitch used just to go up to the Military Commander and smile at him, and in five minutes there would be motor cars to fetch us and we’d be taken up to the best hotel in town and everything done for us, and the next morning there would be the Military Commander to see us off all smiles and bows – and bouquets ‌of flowers for Mme Grouitch.”13

        Nonetheless, despite Mabel’s best efforts the ad-hoc travel arrangements took their toll on the women. “All looked rather the worst for wear [sic],” Flora reported, before commenting soon after that they ‌were all “hot and cross”.14 They had set out from Paris for Marseilles, from where they intended to catch a ship to Salonika. However, on arrival they were turned away from its busy port, which had been closed to allow Indian troops to land. Mabel Grouitch improvised. She took her nurses by train through neutral Italy while trying to keep the Serbian students quiet ‌and as inconspicuous as possible.15

        The Italian authorities soon grew highly suspicious at the sight of a small group of Englishwomen in the company of a large group of Serbian men of military age. They first threatened to lock all the women up as “spies”, before deciding that the best thing to do would be to get the group out of their country as rapidly as possible. On the second of their two-day trip through Italy, the authorities posted a soldier outside the door of each of their railway carriages, with orders not to allow the women out. “Well, I don’t like sitting still too long without moving about,” commented Flora, “so I had the presence of mind to give the sentry nearest to me a drink – after that I was allowed to ‌move about wherever I liked.”16

        By the time the group had reached Italy any initial reticence they felt in each other’s company had vanished. “Sandy” and “Americano”, as Flora and Emily had nicknamed each other, formed an immediate friendship. Flora, at thirty-eight, was the older of the two, round-faced, brown-eyed and a fairly sturdy 5'7". To the other nurses, at first glance, she appeared the picture of propriety. However, her prematurely greying hair was too short to be properly ladylike, she had a penchant for what she called “galumphing” (which almost always involved alcohol) and she smoked far too much.

        Emily, at 5'5", stood slightly shorter than Flora. Born in ‌London to an English mother,17 her home was New York, where she had remained after graduating from the Roosevelt Hospital Training School in 1911. She was slender and attractive, “a blue-eyed, delicate, small-featured, curly-haired, pink-cheeked, ‌soft-voiced slip of a girl”.18 Like Flora, she had seized the chance to join Mabel’s Unit. It promised an opportunity to put her training to full use and offered far more variety and excitement than her work as a private-duty nurse, which involved looking after a single patient at a time, could ever give her. Mabel could not provide her with a salary – and Emily was far from financially self-sufficient – but she had placed any pecuniary concerns to the back of her mind as she ‌set out with the others.19

        Despite their differences in age and financial standing, Flora and Emily found they had much in common. Thoughts of courageous work for the Allied cause were, for the moment, far from their minds and both were determined to enjoy their trip, come what may. And enjoy it they did. “Miss Saunders lost her purse and Americano her reputation – neither ever found again,” wrote Flora in her diary ‌as they travelled through Italy.20

        Flora and Emily’s disregard of proper decorum (and numerous shopping trips) soon incurred the disapproval of their stolid and duty-bound colleagues. When they missed their ship due to a “mistake” at their next stop, Corfu, the other nurses simply left them behind. After they rejoined them in Athens, they did their threadbare reputations even more damage when a bouquet arrived for them from a war correspondent they had befriended. It “nearly caused a battle”, recorded Flora. Undeterred, they spent the evening in his company and that of “sundry others”, being driven about in the balmy heat of a late summer’s evening. The other nurses were so scandalized by Flora and Emily’s escapades that the following day they would barely speak to them. There was an “awful frost after last night”, Flora ‌noted tersely in her diary.21

        From Athens the women made the short journey to Piraeus, its busy, industrial port. There they boarded a filthy Greek cattle steamer and piled into one large cabin. The ship travelled north through the Aegean Sea, past the scenic Greek islands, straight into the heart of a raging thunderstorm. “Of the eight who were in one cabin, all were ill; half of them were lying on the floor, and the rest in the bunks,” recalled nurse Ada Mann, from Dartford, Kent. “Some of the bunks were full of rainwater. The luggage, which was on one deck, was piled in confusion, large trunks on top of small bags, etc., smashed and broken, and everything was ‌soaked and spoilt in water.”22 Thirty-six hours later, they arrived. “I never want to do another journey ‌like it,” commented Flora abruptly.23

        Flora and Emily’s first experience of Salonika was brief. They were overwhelmed more by a sense of relief at having reached the horseshoe-shaped harbour than by the awe that so many felt upon arrival. From the sea, the town was imposing. Graceful white minarets vied with the cupolas of Greek Orthodox churches against a backdrop of rugged hills. Along the modern quayside, dominated by the fortress-like White Tower, hundreds of brightly painted fishing boats were moored, overlooked by hotels, restaurants and cinemas. Once the women stepped shakily ashore they were ushered past the crowded quay and through its narrow, dirty streets to a hotel. This time even Flora collapsed into bed. The shops would have to wait, she thought to herself.

        It was now nearing the end of August. After one night’s rest in Salonika the women caught a slow train north that took them alongside the marshland that bordered the muddy waters of the Vardar River, over the arid plains and low hills of Macedonian Greece and through the mountains of southern Serbia. They stopped overnight in Niš, Serbia’s second largest city, to receive their orders from Colonel Subotić, the Vice-President of the Serbian Red Cross, then climbed back aboard a train for the final leg of their journey. Early in the morning of 29th August, the women clambered off the train at Kragujevac, a town that was rapidly becoming a main hospital centre by virtue of ‌its position astride transportation routes.24 Sixty miles south of Belgrade, it was also the closest town of any size to the fighting in the north-west. Although the journey had taken them fourteen long days, they had defied the predictions of those who had told them they could never do it. Their success, praised Flora, was due to the “pluck ‌and perseverance” of Mabel Grouitch.25

      

    

  
    
      
        ‌Chapter 2

        ‌Antebell‌um

        1876–1914

        “I was the youngest, and the only one to disgrace the family, at least according to my brothers, by being born in England,” said Flora, ‌when asked about her childhood.1 The granddaughter of the Bishop of Cashel, she came from a Protestant Anglo-Irish family from Cork who, while not wealthy, were comfortably off. Her father, Samuel Dickson Sandes, was educated prestigiously at Eagle House School in Hammersmith, Rugby and Trinity College Dublin and eventually followed in his own father’s footsteps by graduating from theological college, although he did not succeed in mirroring the latter’s success. In 1856, he married Sophia Julia Besnard, the daughter of a prominent Cork family of Huguenot origins with eccentric connections. Sophia’s first cousin was Sir Samuel Baker, explorer of the Nile, who, when his first wife died, simply purchased another at a Bulgarian slave market. His brother, Valentine Baker, was convicted of assaulting a woman on the train to Waterloo. After serving a short prison term, he transferred his career to the Turkish and Egyptian armies, where previous convictions for sexual assault ‌were no impediment to promotion.2

        Sophia and Samuel’s first child, Stephen, was born the year after their marriage, in 1857. Sophia, Mary (known as Meg), John, Sam, William and Fanny followed at two-year intervals. In 1874, seventeen-year-old Stephen died at sea on ‌a voyage to Melbourne, Australia.3 His death affected the family deeply and the first child to be born to one of his siblings, Sophia’s son, was named after him. Flora’s birth, two years after Stephen’s death and seven years after the arrival of Fanny, the next youngest, had all the signs of being unplanned. She was born on 22nd January 1876, in the Parish of Nether Poppleton, County of York, where her fifty-four-year-old father was rector for a couple of years. Her mother was forty-three. The family had left Ireland for good four years earlier after being caught up in the rising tide of violence against the Anglo-Irish community. “On the night of 23rd December 1867 the fenians burned us out,” recorded Flora’s ‌father in his sketchy diary.4 Her parents had clung on to their home for a further five years, before joining the throngs of Protestants to cross the Irish Sea to Britain.

        Flora’s early life was unusually unsettled, which may at least partly account for the wanderlust that would characterize her adulthood. Her father’s attempts to establish himself in several parishes clearly failed, although the reasons remain unclear. In 1878, having failed to find a permanent job, he advertised in the English press. “A clergyman, for upwards of twenty years a vicar, is willing to serve as curate without any remuneration,” he wrote, evidently worried about finding a permanent ‌home for his large family.5 His appeal does not appear to have met with great success, as he moved his unwieldy household at least five times in the following years, including a spell in Boulogne in France.

        The family made the best of it in each of the towns and villages that provided them with a temporary home. They organized fêtes to raise funds for improvements to their parish church, allowed the parishioners free use of the glebe meadows for games of lawn tennis, cricket and quoits, ran the Sunday school and church choirs and held Christmas ‌parties for the local children.6 All members of the family were drafted in to help. At a concert organized in Monewden, Suffolk, in 1881, several members of the Sandes family took a turn on the stage, along with a succession of local talents. Even Flora, “a young lady not yet six years”, was pushed forward to sing her own composition, the ‘Floating Scow’. Her efforts were “vociferously applauded and ‌encored”, recorded a local paper.7 When they left each parish, their departure was marked by genuine sorrow. “They have, by their courtesy to all and extreme kindness to the poor, won the esteem and affection of its inhabitants,” ‌wrote one paper in tribute.8

        In 1885, when Flora was nine years old, the family finally settled in Marlesford, Suffolk, when her father found a position as rector of its small church dedicated to St Andrew. The rural village, set on a stream amid rolling land, was small but not isolated. At the time they arrived it had a population of nearly four hundred, most of whom made a comfortable living from farming. The village was important and prosperous enough to boast its own small railway station, which allowed its residents to travel easily to other towns in the district as well as to London. It was even big enough to support its own grocer, blacksmith, bootmaker and “thatcher and vermin killer”. The Reverend Sandes took charge of its low, twelfth-century grey-stone church and moved his family into the adjacent rectory, an elegant, cream-coloured house of high ceilings, ‌large windows and many fireplaces.9 Its inhabitants, who lived along its quiet lanes in two-storey stone, brick and painted cottages, soon came to know the Irish rector, his wife and their many children.

        Flora’s childhood in the village was a happy one, spent amid a close-knit tumble of family members, parishioners and various pets, including the improbably named Womary Tizey the cat, and Dicky the dog. Like all families of their standing they also had servants, although they managed on the bare minimum for a household of their size, employing only a young female cook and parlour maid when Flora was very young, ‌and later a sole “ladyhelp”.10 The activities of the family were centred on the village and the Reverend Sandes’s position as rector. Flora’s sister Meg described a comfortable, carefree and happy existence of “frequent trips to [nearby] Framlingham and Ipswich, much walking, visiting the sick and elderly, and village activities in the tithe ‌barn adjacent to the rectory”.11 The girls were home-schooled by governesses and Flora was later sent to finishing school in Switzerland, while her brothers attended public school and university. It was an education designed by the standards of the day to turn her into a well-rounded but leisured young lady, able to manage a household, play an instrument – in her case, the violin – paint and attract a suitable husband. Crucially, it catered to her aptitude for languages. By the time she left the school she could speak both French and German, skills that would in the coming years prove vitally important. 

        Flora read avidly and developed an early preference for heady tales of imperial glory and far-flung adventure, which fired her desire for excitement and to see the world for herself. While other girls of her age and standing spent their hours practising sewing, painting and dreaming of their wedding day, Flora immersed herself in Tennyson’s ‘Charge of the Light Brigade’, wondering what it would be like to be “Storm’d at with shot and shell”. As she grew older, she spent long hours in the rolling Suffolk countryside galloping through the lanes on horseback, imagining that she was rushing into battle against the Russians at Balaklava, all the while practising her field skills by shooting rabbits. Her choice of reading material also reflected the obsession with travel that took hold of her from a young age. From the time she was a child she kept a scrapbook into which she avidly pasted her favourite cuttings and poems. Many of the latter were by “R.K.” – Rudyard Kipling – and almost all were devoted to one overarching theme: ‘Vagrant’s Epitaph’, ‘The Spell of the Road’, ‘Wander Thirst’, ‘Wanderlust’, ‘The Vagabond’, ‘A Camp’, ‘The Traveller’. One of the poems that Flora carefully transcribed into her book was Dora Sigerson Shorter’s ‘A Vagrant Heart’:

        
          Ochone! to be a woman, only sighing on the shore –

          With a soul that finds a passion for each long breaker’s roar,

          With a heart that beats as restless as all the winds that blow – 

          Thrust a cloth between her fingers, and tell her she must sew;

          Must join in empty chatter, and calculate with straws – 

          For the weighing of our neighbour – for the sake of social laws.

        

        Somewhat incongruously, Flora also collected recipes – some pasted from newspapers or magazines, some handwritten – all her life, which by all accounts never apparently translated into any real cooking ability. Inside the front cover of her first recipe book is written “Flora Sandes Her Book” in a child’s painstaking but awkward script. Even the domestic staff helped her. Kate Jones, the young “ladyhelp” from Wales who lived with the family, contributed a recipe for scones to Flora’s second book, in her ‌own neat and careful handwriting.12

        Flora, or “the brat” as she was called by her brothers and sisters, displayed the stubbornness early on that would characterize her for the rest of her life. Many of the pictures of her in her childhood and teenage years show her looking impatient at having to stand still for long enough for the photograph to be taken. In another, taken when she was around fifteen, she looks defiantly at the camera, head slightly cocked and lifted, half-smiling with eyebrows raised in amusement, as if challenging the photographer to do his or her worst. She envied her brothers their freedom from social disapproval and, in her early childhood, “used to pray every night that I might wake up in the morning and find myself a boy”. “Fate,” she commented further while reflecting on her youth, “plays funny tricks sometimes, so that it behoves one to be careful of one’s wishes. Many years afterwards, [I] realized that if you have the misfortune to be born a woman it is better to make the best of a bad job, and try not to be a ‌bad imitation of a man.”13 

        She was lucky at least that the countryside surrounding Marlesford gave her the perfect base to practise her beloved pursuits of riding and shooting, in which she soon became proficient. She was also fortunate to have been born into a liberal family that valued athleticism and a love of the outdoors, while giving an unusual amount of independence to all the children, irrespective of gender. Her father was remembered as a “kindly old chap” by his grandchildren, who illustrated his later letters to his children with various stories that ‌he thought might amuse them.14 He was also a keen reader of the Times, contributing one letter to the editor arguing the need for tolerance to others in matters of religion and another advocating the “habitual and ‌temperate” taking of alcoholic drinks.15 Little is known of Flora’s mother Sophia Julia, except that she suffered periods of ill health when Flora was still young and when able occupied herself with her children, managing the household and organizing community and charitable events. Flora’s sisters appear to have stepped into the gap left by their mother’s indisposition, indulging her as the baby of the family. Sophia Julia died in 1911, when Flora was thirty-five.

        Flora’s sister Fanny shared her enthusiasm for physical challenges and became one of the first women to climb Mount Fuji. Meg, another sister, travelled as a pioneer to Canada in 1887 with her new husband before moving to the Australian bush. Her brother Sam, a master mechanic, left for Canada in the same year and soon found a job with a mining company in Van Anda, British Columbia, before he moved to Papua New Guinea. Another brother, William, worked as a teacher in Norway. Only Flora’s sister Sophia remained permanently in England.

        William was the only other member of the immediate family to enlist in the armed forces during the First World War, although his modest contribution to the war effort was soon eclipsed by that of his younger sister. Listing his occupation as “independent gentleman”, he joined the Bedford Regiment in May 1916, aged forty-nine. To improve his chances of being accepted, he fibbed about his age, telling them he was forty-one. He served for the duration of the war on English soil. In 1919, fifty-one-year-old Private Sandes was discharged as no longer fit for war service. His minor ailments were listed as “shortness of breath on exertion” and gout, indicating that he likely shared ‌the familial appreciation of alcohol.16

        The most professionally successful of Flora’s siblings was her brother “Johnnie”. John, a graduate of Magdalen College, Oxford, attained widespread public recognition in Australia as a writer of verse and popular novels and as a contributor to the Sydney Daily Telegraph. In 1919 he became the paper’s London correspondent and reported from the Versailles Peace Conference. He was a man of firm opinions, many of them “determinedly patriotic, Christian, [and] anti-socialist”, and was considered something of a theatre-loving, affable “literary genius” by those of his colleagues who enjoyed his company, and “sleepy and bad-tempered” ‌by those who did not.17

        Flora’s remaining family stayed in Marlesford until 1894. That year, they moved to Thornton Heath, near Croydon, where Flora’s sister Sophia was now ‌living with her new husband.18 The main purpose of the move was almost certainly to ensure that eighteen-year-old Flora and her sister Fanny, both of whom then aspired to become writers, were in commuting distance of London. There they would have access to training and employment opportunities that would be ‌unavailable to them in Marlesford.19

        Others had the same idea. By the time the Sandes family moved to their two-storey semi-detached house, Thornton Heath was quickly changing from a quiet rural hamlet to an affluent London suburb, while the open countryside that surrounded it was rapidly being swallowed up by roads, houses and new amenities. By the early years of the twentieth century the residents could visit the local library, play tennis on one of the grass courts in the recreation grounds and join the customers who thronged the many brick-fronted shops along the busy high street. There were also the swimming baths, whose charges varied according to how long it had been since the water was last changed. Then, in 1911, Thornton Heath’s first cinema, the white-fronted, ornately decorated “Electric Palace”, opened its doors to feature “The World and ‌Its Wonders Week by Week”.20 Flora made the most of her new-found opportunities. After completing a course in secretarial training, she ‌began work in the capital.21 

        By the time she reached adulthood Flora showed scant desire to lead the respectable and leisured life that was expected of a woman of her background. Easily bored, she had little interest in domesticity and, in search of adventure, worked as a typist ‌in Cairo for a year.22 In September 1903 she set off again, ‌this time for New York.23 Along with her friend Bessie Stear, a fellow typist and stenographer who was every bit the thrill-seeker she was, Flora planned to “type” her way “around the world”. It was a first, “a record in the way of travel”, reported a professional journal of their exploits. The “two young lady typists” were “working their way along from city to city ‌and from country to country”.24

        A year later Flora was still traipsing happily around the States. She had stopped temporarily in the Midwestern town of St Louis, Missouri, to work at the Irish Industrial Exhibit at the 1904 World’s Fair, but left on 8th August. “Miss Florence Sandes [sic],” the local paper reported, “started from the World’s Fair Grounds… to walk to San Francisco, whence she will sail for Hong Kong, thence to Australia and back to Ireland. Miss Sandes carries baggage weighing ten pounds and will be armed to protect herself ‌while on the long journey.”25 By later that autumn she had made her way to Cripple Creek in Colorado, likely drawn there by curiosity about the famed “Miners’ War” that saw gold miners rise ‌up against their oppressive overlords.26

        In December 1904 Flora’s Canadian sister-in-law, Rose Sandes (née Allison), died of ‌heart failure, aged only twenty-nine.27 She left a five-year-old son, Dick, and a husband (Flora’s brother Sam) with little time or inclination for childcare. Flora, Sam knew, was somewhere in the American hinterland. He needed her urgently to take the young boy from Van Anda to their parents in England. The problem was that no one knew quite where to find her. “It appears that when my mother died my father was aware of the fact that Flora was somewhere in the States but [had] no positive address and he therefore employed the famous agency of Pinkerton to find her,” recollected Dick years later.

        
          She was eventually located working in a box factory in a very distant town, she received the message that she was urgently required but had no money with which to travel and promptly started to travel by goods van on the railways until she had an unpleasant experience with a guard or brakesman who she is alleged to have shot – and this delayed her journey to join my father, I asked her years later about this experience but only received a reply that it was something that happened long ago ‌and she could not remember.28

        

        Flora stepped off a small steamer in Van Anda in January 1905 apparently no worse for wear. For the next month, she stayed with Sam and Dick. Van Anda was just the sort of rough-and-tumble place that she liked. Halfway between a mining camp and a town, many of its five hundred inhabitants were hard-living miners who drank and played ‌cards late into the night.29 One of the many amusing pastimes, recorded a local paper, was to sit and “watch a young hopeful try to blast the head off his dog by getting ‌it to retrieve lighted firecrackers”.30 Almost certainly against her will, Sam assigned Flora a bodyguard, “Buskie”, to protect her from the more lively individuals. “Not that she needed much protection,” commented Dick later. Despite any initial irritation she may have felt at Buskie’s assignment, she soon became fast friends with the “old-timer”, who began to teach her everything he knew about living in the outdoors. She listened avidly to every word. “He was about 70 years of age,” recorded Dick, 

        
          [and] wore a very dirty Stetson hat out of which he constantly offered my aunt a drink whenever she was thirsty and which out of politeness she had to accept – Buskie lived in a decked-over boat which had been beached and used to take Flora on long trips on which he taught her to use an old Winchester .45 rifle and to hunt deer, I distinctly remember her first kill and the elation when it was brought home. It was there that she also learnt to become a good hand in a boat and to handle a fishing rod ‌in the approved backwoodsman style.31

        

        In February the small boy was kitted out to travel to England but, still fired by the thought of adventure, Flora had no wish to return directly home. “It’s up to you,” Sam told her, when she proposed taking Dick with her on her travels. In early February she boarded a small steamer with her young nephew, who brought with him his two most treasured possessions, a Brownie box camera and a pet white rat that he carried in the camera case. With money given to them by Sam they set off first for San Francisco, visiting it only the year before the great earthquake. They then began working their way south along the western coast of the United States, before crossing first into Mexico and ‌then, reputedly, into Central America.32 From there, they followed the coast north through the southern states of Texas, Louisiana, Alabama and Florida before travelling up the eastern seaboard to New York. 

        Having a five-year-old in tow restricted Flora’s freedom considerably, particularly after she “became friendly with a Captain ‌McCarthy of the US Navy”.33 Likely under the impression that five was a perfectly good age to learn some self-sufficiency, her solution was to go out on her own, leaving him locked in a hotel room with only ‌his white rat for company.34 Finally, in April, they reached Thornton Heath. Dick’s rat arrived with them, to the utter horror of Flora’s mother and her sister Fanny. “On arrival it was quietly got rid of,” remembered Dick. ‌“It’s escaped,” they told him.35

        Around the time of Flora’s return a wealthy, unmarried uncle died, leaving her and her brothers and sisters a considerable legacy. “She proceeded to enjoy life,” wrote Dick. “I remember she joined several clubs and ‌was continually at the opera.”36 One of the clubs was an underground rifle range for both men and women in Central London’s Cork Street. Her Australian sister-in-law, Clare Sandes (née Berry) joined too. “Flora was a fairly good shot with the ordinary service rifle, but she was not by any means the best in the club,” Clare recalled. “[She] was a capital shot with the big service revolver – a terribly difficult weapon to hit the target with, ‌as I discovered for myself.”37

        In 1908, with part of the inheritance, she also bought her first motor car. Flora’s interest in cars took precedence over all else. “There seemed to be many admirers in the offing,” recollected Dick, “and amongst them being Capt. Mellelieu (from South Africa), a Mr Brook, but they all seemed to fade away. She seemed more and more interested in motor cars and [later] purchased a Caesare Naudine [Sizaire-Naudin] racing car which she took to Brooklands and ‌I believe entered some races.”38 To his delight, she allowed Dick, aged fourteen, to race it round the track until reprimanded by the officials. Even when she showed some enthusiasm for her suitors, Flora’s car (and her fast driving) did not mix at all well with her romantic involvements. One relationship, Dick recalled, came to an abrupt end when she took her suitor out in her car, crashed, and put him in hospital. When he later came down with tuberculosis, rumours flew that he had ‌caught it in the wards.39 Fortunately for Flora’s conscience and reputation, he was a taxidermist and almost certainly caught the disease in his line of work.

        She also entered the two-seater in reliability trials. “Once she entered it for a reliability non-stop race from Edinburgh to London, and drove it herself,” commented Clare. “She would have won the race if she had not taken the wrong road in ‌the middle of the night.”40 And she was furious when regulations barring women from entering prevented her from driving a borrowed Deemster at the Royal Automobile Club Light Car Reliability Trial in Harrogate in the spring of 1914. “I have driven my own cars for eight or nine years, and have done all running repairs entirely myself,” she scribbled in an angry letter to the Autocar, a magazine whose readership was otherwise almost exclusively male. “On the light car which I am still driving every day I have covered a distance of over 70,000 miles. Experience, after all, is the thing that counts, and, given the necessary experience, it would be absurd to suggest that a woman driver is not as good as a man, except in handling a large ‌car, which requires physical strength.”41

        Flora’s Sizaire-Naudin was her pride and joy. Whenever she could she packed her camping gear and spent weeks at a time motoring to far-flung places across England, including Land’s End. On many such trips, she was accompanied by a friend, Annie (“Nan”) MacGlade, the free-spirited daughter of a Belfast-based businessman who, unusually for the time, was the ‌manageress of an engineering works.42 In May 1911, they took the Sizaire on their first driving holiday abroad. They packed their things in the car’s box, strapped their two suitcases on top and set off across the Channel to Boulogne. Over the subsequent days, on a hot, dusty drive through central France that took them south all the way to the French Riviera and back, they lost a suitcase off the back, drove the car up three thousand feet to the top of Mont Agel, raced others on the roads, got lost several times and squandered money at the Casino in Monte Carlo. They slept at hotels and inns and, when none could be found, in sleeping sacks and rugs under the skies. Photographs from the trip show Flora with windswept brown hair, dressed in pantaloons, with baskets, blankets, cutlery, boxes, cooking tins, clothing and shoes strewn across the ground. Another shows one of them, dressed in long skirts, sunglasses and a scarf, outside the ‌presciently named “Café de l’Orient”.43

        The Sizaire, to their dismay, “went very badly”. Within two hours of arriving in France they had their first of what would be “daily” punctures, which they patched themselves by the side of the road. Over the days that followed they also changed the sparking plug and dealt as best they could with a clutch that threatened to “give up the ghost”, an unreliable brake and lamps that stopped working after the car got drenched one time too many. So much time did they lose fixing the series of problems that, on the return journey, Flora was forced to drive almost continuously from nine o’clock one morning to three o’clock the following afternoon to catch the boat back to England. “We arrived at our destination covered with dust and dead tired,” wrote Nan. In around two weeks, they had driven the ‌twelve-horsepower Sizaire two thousand miles.44

        Flora spent more of her inheritance buying the lease on the old guardroom at Beau Port Battery to use as family holiday cottage near St Brélade’s Bay, Jersey. It was an “extraordinary little place”, recalled her sister-in-law. “It had been a small square fort, built of solid masonry, and it dated back to the Middle Ages, or thereabouts. It stood at the extreme edge of the cliff at the farthest point of St Brélade’s Bay… It had long slits in the masonry – loopholes for arquebuses and demi-culverins, and other clumsy weapons with which people ‌used to kill each other.”45 They spent wonderful summer weeks there, recollected Dick. The days were filled with cycle rides, swimming, poaching rabbits on a nearby estate and living “in luxury on rabbit stews, lobster… and Jersey cider”. Flora was “very fond” of the latter, he remembered. She could drink “more than the average man could take & never turn a hair – in all the years I knew her I never saw ‌her the worse for liquor.”46

        Her holidays in Jersey gave her the opportunity to prove to herself how hardy she was. She bought a dinghy in St Heliers and rowed it single-handedly six miles back along the coast through dangerous currents to St Brélade’s Bay, recalled Dick. “We would go out with the St Brélade’s fishermen all night in all weathers and she never seemed to tire of physical exercise,” he added. “She made me accompany her on a cycle to every bay and inlet on the island. She always took a bath in the open… at the back of the [cottage] often having to break the ice before she could bath in a tin tub.” She did her best to get her young nephew to follow her example. “Flora encouraged me to harden up,” Dick remembered. “On several occasions I had to take my sleeping bag outside and sleep in the snow just to get to know what it was like.” But there was another side to her character, he commented. “Whenever she was in funds (which seemed to be quite often) she would indulge in the best hotel accommodation she could find ‌whilst travelling and liked comfort.”47

        By the time Flora reached her thirties, the rector’s daughter was still living at home, single, and had a penchant for decidedly unfeminine pursuits which made her exciting company to those with similarly liberal inclinations. “She was hot-tempered, full of fun, and possessed an amazing amount of vitality,” described her sister-in-law. “When she became excited – which was frequently – she spoke with a marked Irish accent, although she was ‌born and educated in England.”48 But there were many who took a dim view of what they regarded as her wayward antics. Some of the disapproval clearly got to her. “For anyone to say they are proud of anything I do is such a novel experience – it’s generally so much the other way,” Flora scribbled plaintively ‌in a letter in 1916.49

        Still, she had no intention whatsoever of letting convention prevent her from doing what she wanted. In 1907 or 1908 she brought yet more disapproval upon herself by joining the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY), an organization formed by the self-styled “Captain” Edward Charles Baker in the autumn of 1907. That year, he advertised in the national press for members, with the vision of putting together a body of women to gallop onto the battlefields of a future ‌war to rescue the injured.50 The women attracted to Baker’s pioneering group were a diverse collection of middle- and upper-class suffragists, eccentrics and those, like Flora, who were seeking excitement wherever they could find it. By 1909 she was a “corporal” and one of the most active members of ‌the organization, which was London-based.51

        The FANY was one of many associations then established with the aim of increasing Britain’s readiness for war. With the rise of Germany as a military power it was widely believed that the country was both vulnerable to attack and grossly unprepared for such an eventuality. “War fever” reached such a pitch that an invasion was “expected every morning at breakfast time with the ‌arrival of the Daily Mail”.52 All across the country, public and grammar schools began to form their own Officers’ Training Corps while the War Office launched a scheme of Voluntary Aid Detachments to assist in hospitals ‌in the event of war.53 Even the Boy Scouts were founded to instil in the soldiers of tomorrow the right sort of military zeal.

        Although the motives behind the formation of the FANY reflected the same mood of concern, it was one step too far for many to see women in marching formation, subject to army discipline and attending military-style camps. There were instances of naked hostility to the uniformed women, who were mistaken for “——— suffragettes” (which many of them actually were) and ‌had things thrown at them.54 More frequently, the women were ridiculed gently by the press. “Being women, however, as well as soldiers, they have smuggled in some comforts,” reported a journalist about one such military camp. “There are carpets on the wooden floors and easy chairs. Some of the tents have cottage-size pianos. The mess tent serves salads ‌and pie, and other dainties.”55

        Despite such press reports implying otherwise, membership of the FANY involved much hard work. The women were given training in first aid, horsemanship, camp cookery and signalling. They attended organized camps where they slept in tents, took part in night marches to hunt for “casualties” and practised their battlefield skills. There was little that Flora enjoyed more. Her enthusiasm was such, according to a family anecdote, that it lost her a “wounded rescue race” despite finishing well ahead of her competition. She had lined up on horseback with the other women, a wheeled stretcher harnessed behind each. At the signal, she galloped off, selected her “patient”, bandaged him up, bundled him into her stretcher and raced back. But when the winner’s name was announced she was crestfallen to find that she had been disqualified on the grounds that, had he been a genuine patient, her reckless speed would more ‌than likely have killed him.56

        By 1909 a number of the members, including Flora and the suffragist Mabel St Clair Stobart, were becoming increasingly dissatisfied with Baker’s impractical leadership. Along with two others they formed a “tougher and more practical” faction to ‌spearhead a rebellion against it.57 Matters came to a head after a charity matinee in London to raise funds for the organization. The event, which the famous Harry Lauder headlined, was a great success financially. It raised £170, much of which was earmarked for the purchase of an ambulance wagon. But the money ended up in the hands of Flora and the rebels, not Baker. While details of what happened next are sketchy, the end result was that ‌the FANY split that summer.58 Flora and Mabel became part of the “Executive Committee of the Women’s Sick and Wounded Convoy Corps” which kept half of the £170. They also took with them the majority of the members. Baker did not get his ambulance wagon and the FANY was left in ‌a state of near collapse.59 In a letter to a friend in 1910, the harried Baker rued the day that ‌he let “elderly women” join.60 This unflattering description would certainly have been directed at Mabel Stobart, who was in her late forties. It may also have encompassed Flora who, at thirty-three, would have been considerably older than the majority of the members.

        Due to the influence of Flora, Mabel and the other members of the Executive Committee, the Women’s Sick and Wounded Convoy Corps had a decidedly pragmatic bent. Their grey-green uniforms were designed for practicality rather than elegance and, in addition to training in horsemanship and first aid, the women were taught military skills like trench-digging, tent-pitching and formation marching. To prove to the members that they could do without things normally considered essential, in their annual fortnight’s “camp” they slept on the ground without mattresses or beds and were taught to improvise with basic supplies. During the First Balkan War of 1912, the Corps formed the first all-female medical mission when they sent a unit in aid of the Bulgarian army under Mabel Stobart’s leadership. For reasons unknown, Flora was not with them. 

        By the time Britain declared war on Germany on 4th August 1914, thirty-eight-year-old Flora was living at home with her fifteen-year-old nephew Dick, her bedridden elderly father, his Irish “butler, secretary and nurse” Moffat, two housemaids and Cullen, a former sea chef on the Castle Line, who had been employed after Flora had fallen out with a succession of female cooks. The house was “in turmoil”, remembered Dick. The housemaids were virtually unsupervised and Flora “knew nothing about housekeeping at that time ‌and could not care less”.61 Above all, by 1914, Flora needed a change. She received the news of war with a thrill of excitement. She had been training for years to serve her country, via the FANY and the Women’s Convoy Corps, and knew at once that this was her opportunity, at long last, to put her knowledge into practice. 

        The First World War held out the prospect of great adventure abroad for thousands more British women who were keen to “do their bit” for a suitably patriotic cause, just like their brothers. It provided a chance for them to live and travel independently and work in fields that had hitherto been restricted to men, while its fluid circumstances gave unheard-of opportunities to women with courage and initiative. For the more adventurous of them, often their potential was more easily realized in the campaigns in the Balkans and Russia than in the west because, where the British, French and Belgians controlled access, women were barred ‌from working near the front.62 Paradoxically, their desire to “protect” women who did not want to be protected meant that many ended up working in some of the most dangerous sectors of the war. Many would pay with their lives, among them twenty-one ‌British women in Serbia alone.63

        The majority of the women who left Britain for Serbia during the First World War were volunteers with the Scottish Women’s Hospitals, an organization formed in Edinburgh in 1914 after its head, the suffragist Dr Elsie Inglis, was told by an official upon offering her services to the War Office, “My good lady, go home and sit still.” Flora would come to know many of them, including Dr Katherine MacPhail, who became a lifelong friend. Katherine had also experienced the prevailing hostility to professional women. The daughter of a Scottish doctor, she had graduated in medicine from Glasgow University, winning several prizes during the course of her studies, but found most general hospitals unwilling to appoint a woman to their staffs and few opportunities in general surgery. She too had been rebuffed by the War Office upon the outbreak of war. After the British Red Cross also refused her assistance, she became one of the early recruits ‌of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals.64 “Well, I hardly knew where Serbia was, but from what I had read I knew that they were having a very hard time in the war, and so I said to Dr Elsie Inglis that I’d be very willing to go,” recalled Katherine, who had never been abroad before. “Most of us had the vaguest idea of what Serbia was like, we had read it was a wild country with wilder people. Therein lay half the attraction for ‌the more adventurous of us.”65

        The aim of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals was both political and patriotic. Like Mabel Stobart, its organizers set out to prove that women were fit to work in the theatre of war and thus deserved the full rights of citizenship, ‌including the ability to vote.66 They were run and staffed by women, from doctors, nurses and X-ray technicians to stretcher-bearers, orderlies and drivers. Men, however, were not necessarily excluded from membership: although some units were doctrinaire, taking pride in not accepting male help, a couple of men became fully-fledged members, most units had a “handyman” and male prisoners-of-war were ‌accepted to work as orderlies.67 Nevertheless, men were kept “in a thoroughly subordinate position; they were the labourers, the odd men of the hospital, and ‌did as they were told!”68

        During the war, a myriad of British relief organizations in addition to the Scottish Women’s Hospitals offered their services in Serbia and the Balkans, in which many British men and women distinguished themselves both as doctors and relief workers. Others travelled independently to Serbia and worked courageously as “freelancers”. Irrespective of their background or motivation in leaving Britain, the suffering, stoicism and quiet courage of the Serbs would make a deep impression on them all. Politically, socially and economically disenfranchised in Britain, the women volunteers were treated with great courtesy within Serbia and, more importantly, as equals. The Serbs in turn were almost pathetically grateful for their assistance and bestowed awards and honours upon them. 

        Although the most important medical help given to Serbia during the war was British, other countries – some Allied, some neutral – also sent units. Significant missions arrived from America, France, the Netherlands, Greece and Switzerland. Even Russia, which was struggling to find enough medical staff and supplies for its own armies, sent generously equipped and well-staffed units. The Serbians themselves, ravaged by disease and war, did what they could under the auspices of organizations like the Serbian Red Cross. 

        Like Flora, almost all of the British women who volunteered for ‌overseas service were financially self-sustaining.69 Many were professionally trained and a number in turn were heavily involved in the fight for the right to vote. Although there is no record of Flora having been actively involved in the suffrage movement, she mixed widely before the war with its supporters in the FANY and the Women’s Sick and Wounded Convoy Corps. At the very least she was influenced by the spirit of the movement, recalled Dick. “At dinner she would insist on smoking (which was not done in those days),” he wrote of a fund-raising show that he had attended with her for one of these organizations. “I remonstrated and was promptly told to go home alone. I rather fancy at the time she was in some way mixed up with Sylvia Pankhurst and had an idea that women must stick up for their own rights.” Flora soon forgave him. “A few nights later I was allowed to ‌see the show,” he remembered.70 At best, Flora was a passive supporter of the suffragists. Although it is improbable that she would have been a founding member of the Women’s Convoy Corps, whose watchword was “loyalty to country and to womanhood”, if she felt any antipathy to the movement, more than likely she was simply indifferent. Throughout her life, she remained motivated more by the thought of adventure than politics. 

        For the first time in their lives, many such women and men were free from the constraints of Edwardian morality and the prying eyes of their friends and neighbours. Although most distinguished themselves in their work, the rigid discipline and hierarchy found in hospitals along the Western Front was just as notable for its absence in Serbia. The directors of the units were often the sole authority. Theirs was an unenviable task. Not only was it difficult to send their charges all the way back to Britain for misconduct, they knew that any transgressors with enough initiative had the option of leaving their unit to work directly for the Serbs. 

        And there were transgressions aplenty, most of which were successfully hushed up in the press at the time. But the gossip about the behaviour of the volunteers flew wildly. “Most of them are grand but two doctors and a parson had to be sent home on account of drunkenness and two others were deported for spying,” wrote two members of one of the organizations. “Mrs X—— seems to have made an almost international reputation, somebody said, ‘She breaks all the commandments every night.’ A nurse is living openly with one of the interpreters. One of the London hospital committees is reported to have said, ‘Don’t be too particular about whom we send or we won’t get ‌anybody to go at all.’”71 What is described in this account was merely the tip of the iceberg. Life in Serbia for medical and relief workers was a bit of a free-for-all. It was just the kind of environment where a headstrong and determined English nurse could join the Serbian army.

      

    

  
    
      
        ‌C‌hapter 3

        ‌Kragujevac

        1914

        Bags in hand, the women of the unit walked across the cracked, baked earth bordering the First Reserve Military Hospital, past the litter that fluttered in dusty heaps against its walls. They were welcomed through the front doors by the portly and middle-aged hospital director, Dr Vučetić, with a grandiose sweep of his hand.‌1 They stepped out of the searing heat of the afternoon sun into the gloom of the poorly lit building, squinting while their eyes adjusted, and breathing in for the first time the fetid smell that permeated every room, of crowded human bodies, badly infected wounds, ‌antiseptic, tobacco and stale food.2 

        The hospital, on the outskirts of Kragujevac, was overflowing with patients, both Serbs and POWs. They had been placed side by side in the small, unventilated rooms, which were connected by dark and seemingly interminable corridors. These too were packed full of gaunt, tired men. “Over a thousand rough iron cots had been placed with sacks stuffed with straw for mattresses, one small pillow also of straw, one sheet and one thick army blanket to each,” wrote Emily later, describing the dismay she felt on getting her first good look at the surroundings. “We had none of the equipment or conveniences of an ordinary hospital, not even running water. All had to be carted from the village, ‌half an hour’s journey away.”3

        What was now one of the largest military hospitals in Serbia had been hurriedly converted from an army barracks. Its twelve hundred patients were housed in a pair of two-storey buildings that were identical in design and relatively modern. One was set aside for six hundred sick, the other for ‌the same number of wounded.4 Like many official constructions of the time, the buildings were finished in cream-coloured stucco. They were otherwise simply adorned and stood plainly, marked by row upon row of evenly spaced windows and capped by low, red-tiled roofs. They stretched out lengthwise, dominating spacious and tree-bordered grounds that had been ‌well kept before the war.5 

        The women of the Anglo-American Unit were given as enthusiastic a welcome as the energies of the exhausted staff permitted. Surgeon Dr Roman Sondermeyer, the immaculately dressed head of the Military Medical Service of the Serbian army, stepped forward smartly to meet them, while Dr Vučetić introduced them to his wife, who was also a doctor, and their young daughter, who assisted in the wards. Other than a few untrained Serbian women, the staff included a mere five orderlies and, briefly, Catharina Sturzenegger, a Swiss-German nurse of indelicate build. “Twelve hundred patients and we were only two surgeons, eight nurses and some five hospital orderlies!” wrote Emily of her shock upon realizing how many patients there ‌were and how few staff.6 

        On 30th August, the day after her arrival, Flora rose early with the others and attempted to turn herself out as smartly as possible in her uniform. She eased uncomfortably into a starched, high-collared, ankle-length grey dress, over which she wore a plain white coat. Then she pinned a white nurse’s cap ‌onto her unruly brown-grey hair.7 After running her hands down her uniform one final time, she hurried with Emily to the five wards that they had jointly been assigned to by Dr Vučetić. He had also given them all the men in the corridors to care for, one hundred ‌and forty patients in all.8 

        With the aid of gestures and the few words of Serbian she had been taught by Mabel, Flora set to work. “Gave several baths etc., and rubbed backs,” she scribbled in her ‌diary one week after arrival.9 On a typical day she began work in the morning, stopped for lunch, and then returned to the wards mid-afternoon, finishing in the early evening. Every sixth day she took her turn at night duty in one of the two dimly lit hospital buildings. In practice, this meant an exhausting “36 ‌hours on duty without sleep”.10 The shift was daunting even for the trained nurses. “It has been an agitating night,” wrote one of them near the end of one such shift. “A man suddenly had an arterial haemorrhage, and I had to hold on to him for nearly half an hour before the doctor was awake and dressed, pressing with all my might on the artery. I am drenched in blood and cannot go and change till my night duty is done. We ‌see some pretty awful things.”11 

        At the end of each long, hard day, Flora returned to the sparsely furnished room that she shared with the other women. It had one table, two backless benches and a makeshift bed for each of them, which was nothing more than wooden planks raised on bricks, covered with the same lumpy straw mattress given to patients and a single, coarse soldier’s blanket. For privacy, they rigged a curtain across one corner to give them a space to wash. The room served as their “dining, sitting, writing and bathroom”, where they would sit down most nights to their evening meal. “I never want to eat a chicken again, or a cabbage,” sighed one of them. “All the chickens undergo the severest drill and physical exercise, and it is most exhausting to try and ‌make a meal of them.”12

        When new patients arrived, it was almost always at two or three a.m. Up to one hundred men would be carried into the hospital yard, having survived an agonizing journey of several days in ox wagons, their injuries jolted at every bump. “Many of the worst wounded died on the way, and those that did arrive were in ‌a terrible condition,” recorded Flora.13 By the time their stretchers were laid in the yard, their uniforms were stiff with congealed blood, their wounds infected, foul-smelling and swollen with pus and ‌the dressings crawling with lice.14 Exhausted, Flora and the other nurses dragged themselves wearily from their beds to attend to them. Even Emily was shaken by their numbers and condition. “I remember standing appalled as batch after batch of fresh wounded were brought in,” she wrote, “wondering how far the very few words of Servian [sic] which I had learnt on the trip ‌out would carry me through.”15

        Working alongside the doctors and male orderlies, the women cut through the men’s clothing with knives and scissors and eased off the stinking, encrusted bandages. They cleansed the infected, oozing wounds with lint, working to the outside of the injury with each gentle stroke. Then they treated them with iodine before redressing them with a layer of absorbent cotton wool atop thin gauze, topped by a carefully tied bandage. Where operations were required, the patients were wheeled to the two surgeons who were often forced to work without anaesthetic. “We had to keep it for major cases,” explained Emily. For her the work was a turning point. Previously she had looked after a single patient at a time. Now, at last, she had the opportunity to push herself to her very limits. “We had all read the wonderful experiences of Florence Nightingale in Scutari not so very far away but we are privileged, in a small measure, to realize some of them here in Servia [sic],” she wrote ‌with an almost missionary zeal.16

        All the women grew to respect the courage of their patients, none more so than Flora, for whom there was no greater value than stoicism. “The Serbian soldier prides himself on being able to stand an operation and he will draw himself up proudly, and say ‘Ja sam Srbin’ – that means ‘I am a Serb’ – by which he means to imply that he will go through anything without flinching,” she recalled. “They have more endurance than any other ‌race I have ever met.”17 They were also great fun as soon as they began to recover their strength. “A nurse would leave a patient at night going on splendidly, far into the stage of convalescence,” reported one journal of their experiences. “Going [on] her rounds the next morning she would hear heart-rending groans from his bed, and see his head buried in the pillow apparently in agonies of pain; at a solicitous inquiry he would spring up with a laugh, and declare himself quite well, whilst the occupants of the surrounding beds shook with laughter at the ‌success of the little jest.”18 The other nurses shared Flora’s regard for them. “I cannot find words to express my admiration for them, both as patients and men,” wrote twenty-eight-year-old Violet O’Brien in a letter home. “They are simply charming, so ‌grateful for the least attention.”19 It was one of the few things on which they agreed. 

        The patients the women were nursing were casualties of one of the first battles of the First World War. On 12th August, the day that the Anglo-American Unit sailed from England, two hundred thousand soldiers of the Austro-Hungarian army crossed the rivers that formed the northern and western borders of Serbia. The aim of the invasion was clear from the name given to the campaign by the ‌Austrians, the “Strafexpedition” (“Punitive Expedition”).20 The two sides were well matched but, with the arrogance that came with their position as a great power, the Austro-Hungarians had dismissed the capabilities of the Serbian army. They expected to ‌defeat them in fourteen days.21 

        At the outset of the war, Serbia had a relatively small but disciplined army of four hundred thousand soldiers. Although many of its men were experienced fighters who had fought in the Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913, the two years of warfare had left the army utterly unprepared for an invasion. The fighting had drained its medical stores. Most of its artillery was outdated, there was little money to re-equip and there were not enough rifles for all the soldiers. More than half the men had to fight in peasant dress for lack of uniforms, and many ‌did not even have boots.22 But while the invaders had superior equipment and artillery, the Serbian army had strengths of its own. It had able soldiers who were accustomed to hardship and led by experienced commanders. They were also patriotic, unlike the soldiers of Austria-Hungary, many of whom were fellow Slavs who sympathized with the Serbs and disliked the thought of fighting them. 

        The blue uniforms of the Austro-Hungarian army met the grey-brown uniforms and tattered brown homespuns of the Serbs in mountainous north-west Serbia. To the stunned amazement of the invaders, the highly motivated but poorly armed peasant soldiers fought them to a standstill. The Austrian commander soon reported to his superiors in Vienna that he was suffering “heavy losses” and pleaded ‌with them to send support.23 Reinforcements reached the Serbs first. In a surprise attack, they drove the Austrians back across the frontier in what became known as the Battle of Cer Mountain. By 24th August the Serbians had won the first ‌Allied victory of the war.24 

        The triumphant Serbians now referred to the punishing army as the “bestrafte”, the “punished” one, but both sides had suffered greatly. Between six and ten thousand of the invaders were killed, along with three to five thousand Serbian soldiers. “The area between Cer and the River Jadar where this tremendous battle took place was nothing but mass graves and putrefying ‌flesh,” commented a French journalist.25 Forty-five thousand wounded filled the ‌hospitals, both Serbs and Austro-Hungarians.26 Serbian civilians also suffered heavily. While the Austro-German and Slav soldiers of the Austro-Hungarian army appear to have conducted themselves reasonably well, the campaign was characterized by widespread atrocities by the Hungarian component of the army, who massacred an estimated ‌three to four thousand non-combatants.27

        The Anglo-American Unit had arrived in Kragujevac a mere five days after the Serbian victory. Although the Serbs had defeated the invaders, throughout September and October bitter trench warfare continued along the northern and western frontiers of Serbia, following a short-lived invasion of Bosnia and southern ‌Hungary by the victorious army.28 The fighting provided the First Reserve Military Hospital with a continuous stream of casualties, which steadily eroded their limited supplies. 

        “It took me a month even to learn how to pronounce ‘Kragujevatz’,” recalled Flora. Most of the conversations she had with patients were conducted clumsily through sign language. “Of course we made many ludicrous mistakes at first in consequence,” she said. 

        
          I remember finding a man sitting on the operating table one day using the most awful language – I couldn’t understand everything he said, of course – and perhaps it was just as well I couldn’t, but I was very much surprised at a Serb making so much fuss about the pain, so I went and fetched an interpreter to find out what it was all about, and then I found it was not the pain at all he was fussing about. When he came into the operation, he had hidden, under his shirt, a large lump of sausage, which he was going to take as a refresher when he came to from the chloroform, and this lump of sausage had somehow got knocked down and mixed up with the dirty dressings on the floor, and couldn’t be found anywhere, and he was horribly annoyed about it, it wasn’t the ‌pain at all he minded.29

        

        Emily too fell foul of the inevitable misunderstandings. “Passing through one of the corridors one day, I stopped on seeing a man try to get a better position for his leg which had been terribly smashed,” she wrote. 

        
          I moved it a little and was much surprised to hear him say, “Him leg not much good, pretty bad.” I asked him if he spoke English and he said, “No, American.” He had worked in the mines in Colorado for three years and had acquired a good amount of “American”… Of course we tried to learn the language, but our efforts at first met with very poor success. I asked one man, as I thought, to open his mouth, but learnt from the shrieks of laughter of the entire ward that I had said “Open your window ‌and put out your tongue”.30

        

        The long, hard hours of work and struggle to learn Serbian served to take Flora’s mind off an event that affected her deeply, the death of her ninety-two-year-old father on 23rd August, only eleven days after she had left for Serbia. From 15th September to 11th October she made no entries in her diary at all, a highly unusual gap from someone who otherwise wrote dutifully. Although it is not clear exactly when and how she was told, she almost certainly received a letter or telegram from home telling her the news. Pragmatic enough to realize that there was little point returning home but wracked with guilt about not being there, she suffered through these weeks with only Emily for support. Reticent about expressing emotion, she occupied herself as best she could. She knew that she would be as busy at Kragujevac as she would anywhere else.

        Emily was her sole friend, support and confidante. Although she had an air of earnestness about her that Flora lacked, they shared a keen sense of humour and fun. And both were determined to spend their little spare time away from the hospital, partly to take a break from the conditions but also because their relations with the other nurses were becoming strained to breaking point. By the time they had reached Serbia, the other women had formed another tight-knit group, their cohesion at least partly cemented by their dislike of the high-spirited pair.

        While one of the nurses had left to work at another hospital shortly after arrival, the other five quickly rallied around the hospital director, Dr Vučetić. He evidently enjoyed his exalted status among them and would read his “literary” essays on practical medicine aloud to them until late in the evening, his doting wife next to him, ‌her eyes shining with pride.31 Understandably, Flora chose to spend her free time otherwise. Her diary makes frequent reference to trips with Emily – never any of the others – to the country for walks or rides, to restaurants for dinner, to the casino or theatre and, typically, to go shopping, much to the disapproval of the other nurses. Flora in turn delighted in thinking of unflattering nicknames for them. One became “a touch of ‌mauve”, another, the “red-haired mouse”.32 

        Neither did Flora think much of Dr Vučetić. She was appalled by the poor standard of management in the hospital. Everything about their work was disorganized, even chaotic, and he could not, she felt, be relied upon to solve the inevitable problems that arose. Worst of all was the standard of cleanliness. Emily too was horrified by what she saw. “I went for a walk one afternoon when I saw a dressing-room orderly emptying waste cans, filled with the pus dressings, in a ditch opposite the main building,” she wrote in a report to the American Red Cross. “He answered my question by stating in a surprised voice that they had never burnt them and it ‌seemed unnecessary to start now.”33

        In late September, to their surprise the women were joined at the First Reserve by a young English doctor. Thirty-one-year-old William “Robert” Ridley, from Northumberland, was the eldest of four sons of a Lloyds Bank manager. He had spent his childhood in the picturesque village of Rothbury before attending boarding school in Edinburgh. He was studious and hard-working, and won a place in Edinburgh University’s ‌prestigious Medical School in 1901.34 But the young student struggled through his studies, his health sapped by tuberculosis. In his battle with the disease, it took him nearly ten years to complete his degree. During his final year’s examinations, his health collapsed and he was rushed to a sanatorium in Dundee to recover his strength. The Dean eventually gave special dispensation for his degree ‌to be granted, in 1910.35

        Four years later, Dr Ridley’s fortunes were beginning to turn around. He appears to have recovered his health, and had worked as a doctor in Leith, Sunderland and Newcastle. By the outbreak of war, he was also engaged to be married. Driven almost certainly by a combination of patriotism and adventure-seeking, he immediately approached the War Office, hoping for work in Belgium or France. When they refused on the grounds they had no medical vacancies, he contacted the Serbian legation who hired him on the spot. In early September his parents received a call from the War Office offering him a position. By then, it was too late – he had reached Marseilles en route to Serbia.

        By early October the weather was beginning to turn. The hot days of September had been replaced by overcast skies and the cooler days and nights of autumn. The 12th of that month was one such day. The rain, which had begun the day before, continued incessantly, turning the streets of Kragujevac into running rivers of mud and casting a gloom over the chilly wards. That morning, while Flora was at work, she was handed a note from Dr Ridley in which he had scribbled shakily that he was suffering from dysentery. She took it immediately to Dr Vučetić. “Told the Director with the usual results!” she commented disparagingly. As “no one seemed to be getting any move on”, she took Emily with her after lunch to visit him at his residence outside of the hospital grounds. Both were worried enough about his condition to stay with him for the rest of the day. Late that evening Flora dashed off through the dark to the hospital to collect a “B.P.” (presumably bedpan) for his use, while Emily stayed behind with him. Nurse Violet O’Brien caught her in the act of removing one from the hospital supplies. Any sympathy Violet may have had for Dr Ridley was eroded by her dislike of Flora, and she took umbrage at her breach of hospital regulations. “Met O’B. and had a row with her on the subject,” wrote Flora, who had little but contempt for her. Bedpan in hand, she returned to Dr Ridley. Alongside Emily, she ‌stayed with him all night.36

        The following day, Ridley was still “very bad”. Although he required Flora and Emily’s constant attention, the other nurses made few allowances. “Americano and I nursed him and did the hospital work too. The Happy Family all furious and won’t speak to us. What ho!” jotted Flora sarcastically that evening. With Emily, she began to look after him night and day, in shifts, their exhaustion and resentment increasing as each day passed with no offers of help. Only on one occasion did one of the other nurses – Violet O’Brien, in fact – take a night with him. “Miss O’Brien took night with Ridley!” ‌wrote Flora afterwards in amazement.37

        On Tuesday 20th October Flora recorded in her diary that, at last, Dr Ridley had had a good night, while Emily wrote his mother a letter. “He’s suffering from dysentery,” she told her, “but he’s much better and hopes to be ‌up in a few days.”38 By Thursday they felt able to spend an evening together at the theatre. But within a few days Ridley’s health started to deteriorate again. On 30th October they were worried enough to call in a doctor. On 1st November he was worse still. “Moved Dr Ridley up to Hospital at 5 p.m.,” scratched Flora in her diary. “I took night duty with him. Another all night,” she commented, bitter at the lack of help from all but Emily. “Dr Ridley better in morning but worse later on,” recorded Flora two days later. Finally, one of the other nurses stepped in to help. “Mrs Hartney stayed in afternoon, Americano took night. Called me at 3 a.m. Doctor sinking rapidly. Did all we could but he died at 5 ‌a.m. No one else there.”39 On 6th November Dr Ridley’s parents received Emily’s letter saying that he was better. The following day they received a telegram from Dr Vučetić telling ‌them that he had died.40

        At his military funeral two days later the young doctor was given “music, soldiers, [a] gun salute and all Kragurawatz ‌[sic] turned out,” Flora recorded.41 Dr Vučetić, his stout figure puffed further with the importance of the occasion, gave ‌Dr Ridley a florid tribute.42 One can only imagine what Flora and Emily must have felt standing at his grave alongside the other nurses listening to Dr Vučetić’s speech, when they had done so little to help them keep Dr Ridley alive. A week later, they left the hospital for good.

        In the days before their departure they had little time to mourn. With the hospital already full, new and pressing demands were placed on it. On 7th November, with winter closing in and the recalcitrant Serbs still undefeated, Austria-Hungary attacked again across Serbia’s north-western frontier. This time the invaders left little to chance. They sent an army strong enough in terms of both manpower and munitions to crush the Serbs. Their initial target was Valjevo, a town north-west of Kragujevac. They then planned to move on Kragujevac itself. 

        The casualties of the fighting were taken in droves to Kragujevac, quickly overwhelming the limited resources of the town and its hospitals. Even before the invasion, the First Reserve Military Hospital had almost run out of medical supplies. “The dressings began to give out early,” explained Emily. “You see, we had not been able to take much of a consignment with us, and the supply dwindled so that we couldn’t dress wounds more than once in eight or nine days, when all required one fresh dressing ‌a day, and some two.”43 

        Mabel Grouitch had left her Unit a week after arrival to join her husband Slavko in Niš, but kept in close contact with her nurses who told her of the desperate shortage. In a telegram to England begging for supplies, she reported that surgical stores were running short, surgeons were working eighteen hours a day and that her nurses were exhausted from the ‌strain but doing “noble work”.44 However, when the hospital finally ran out of anaesthetic, it became too much for some of them to watch their patients undergo major operations and amputations whilst fully conscious. “[The Serbian soldiers] had to be held down,” recalled Mabel. “So indescribably terrible were the sights and sounds that even the nurses couldn’t endure it. I remember one day when an experienced Irish nurse [Violet O’Brien], who had seen service in India and many campaigns, fainted during one of these ‌operations. She couldn’t stand it.”45

        Along with the medicine and supplies, the First Reserve ran out of clean clothing to replace the filthy uniforms of their patients. Beds were first pushed up against each other in pairs to accommodate three men, the least seriously wounded in the middle. When the beds ran out, the wounded were placed on sacks of straw. Then, when the sacks of straw ran out, beds were improvised from wooden ‌planks placed on iron railings.46 Food too ran short ‌for both patients and staff.47 Finally, the hospital could take in no more men. “After the battle of Valjevo,” recorded Emily, “we received so many wounded prisoners that, having filled all the houses, we had to improvise beds of boughs along the roadway, and place the wounded there until room could be made on the trains going into the interior. Peasant women helped feed ‌them while they lay there.”48 

        Kragujevac alone could not handle the number of wounded. Thousands were evacuated instead to hospital centres farther south like Niš, Skopje and Gevgelija. Some of the patients were sent to hospitals run by other Allied missions, which were now starting to arrive two months after the Anglo-American Unit. Of the British units, many members had been inspired to volunteer for “brave little Serbia” by the stories that had trickled back to Britain in September and October about the “gallant” work of Mabel Grouitch and ‌her “tiny band” of nurses.49 

        The Serbian army was no match for the firepower of the Austrians. The enemy advanced rapidly through the forested and mountainous country in the direction of Valjevo, with the Serbs in full retreat before them. When Valjevo fell on 15th November, the Austrians prepared to move on Kragujevac, only thirty-five miles away. On hearing the news Dr Vučetić flew into a panic. He rushed into the room where the five remaining nurses were eating breakfast to tell them that they had to leave in half an hour. “It was awful,” commented Ada Mann. “We just stuffed our things together and then went to the patients. For those who could walk all the clothes were thrown out of the window, and they put on the first that came to hand. Then the helpless ones were dressed as far as possible, and put on stretchers, then in the bullock carts, and off to the station. The last sound we heard was the ‌knocking down of the beds.”50 All the wounded who could be moved were sent to hospitals in Niš and Skopje, well away from the fighting, while the nurses fled south to Niš by train. 

        “Saw a dead Austrian. Had tea 400 metres from the Austrian lines. Drove back under fire… bombardment all night,” wrote Flora excitedly in her diary on 15th November from her room at the Slavia Hotel in Belgrade. The Slavia was the only hotel still open, and they had ‌taken the only available room.51 She had left the First Reserve with Emily three days earlier, after completing her three-month contract. With hospital supplies at an end and relations with their colleagues beyond redemption, they had made up their minds to leave. They could do more good raising money for the Serbs at home, they felt, and a short holiday in the capital before they returned would do them no harm. 

        Anyone they asked would have told them it was pure folly to travel to Belgrade just as the Austrians were making their plans to storm the city, but, for Flora and Emily, the danger was part of the attraction. After dropping their bags in their hotel room, they dashed out immediately to visit the newly built and well-equipped military hospital run by the American Red ‌Cross, a short walk away.52 There, Flora and Emily made the acquaintance of its thirty-year-old head, Edward Ryan, a tall, dark-haired doctor of Irish descent from Scranton, Pennsylvania. If they were unaware then of his unrivalled ability to attract hatred, controversy and scandal, they were to learn of it soon.

        For the next two days and nights Flora and Emily became archetypical war tourists. “Looked round town at the ruins,” scribbled ‌Flora happily in her diary,53 while Emily’s breathless account of their holiday found its way into the pages of the New York Times. “While I was there, shells fell anywhere,” she reported. “People were killed in the courtyard of the [American Red Cross] hospital. The Austrian troops were so near that we could see them. They were just across the River Sava. At night they played two big searchlights on the city, and if a sign of life appeared anywhere shells were dropped on the spot. No lights were allowed in the city, and it was forbidden to appear ‌on the streets after dark.”54 

        When they left the capital for home on 17th November, they left Dr Ryan and the American Red Cross behind to sit out the invasion. The campaign was evidently nearing the end. On 28th November, with his soldiers virtually out of ammunition, General Putnik, the Serbian Chief-of-Staff, took the decision to abandon Belgrade. The Austrians, now certain of victory, paused for three days in their campaign after occupying the capital, to allow their tired soldiers to rest. During this interval a small amount of ammunition arrived for the Serbs from the Allies. It was not much, but it made a limited Serbian counter-offensive possible and, more importantly, it lent them hope. On 2nd December Putnik ordered an attack on the Austrian columns in what he knew would be his final ‌chance to stem their advance.55

        The attack caught the Austrians entirely by surprise. In the chaos that followed they lost one position after another. Soon they were in full flight, unable to take their weapons or equipment with them over the roads of churned mud. By 15th December Belgrade was back in the hands of the Serbs and the Austrians had been routed. The defeat was catastrophic for Austria-Hungary. Nearly half of its four hundred and fifty thousand soldiers had been killed, wounded, declared missing or taken prisoner. Serbian losses exceeded one hundred and thirty thousand, an immense number in proportion to ‌the size of the army.56 

        The Austrians had left behind a further sixty thousand POWs, bringing the total within Serbia to about seventy-five thousand. While some had been wounded, others had deserted. Czech regiments in particular were reported to have surrendered to the Serbs en masse, ‌complete even with regimental bands.57 The war had also created ‌five hundred thousand internal refugees.58 Civilians who lived near the fighting to the north and north-west of the country had fled to the interior, terrified of a recurrence of the atrocities at the hands of the Hungarians which had marred the first invasion. 

        The Serbs did not have the infrastructure or resources to cope with the scale of the refugee crisis. When winter descended, the towns and villages to the south of the fighting were overflowing with half-starved and ill-housed refugees and prisoners. Across Serbia the incidence of ‌disease started to mount ominously.59 The British Red Cross, based in Skopje, began to receive patients with diphtheria, enteric, pneumonia and scarlet and relapsing fever, and they were forced to stand by helplessly as several of their ‌patients died agonizingly of tetanus.60 The rate of illness among the staff also began to rise worryingly. When one of the volunteers contracted smallpox, it sent panic into the ranks of his colleagues. Inevitably, the first deaths from disease soon occurred among the members of the Allied missions. The first British woman to die in Serbia, Miss Nellie Clark, succumbed to septic throat and Grave’s disease on Christmas Day, 1914. She had volunteered to work as a nurse with the Lady Paget ‌Mission, also based in Skopje.61

        Worst affected by the spread of disease and the lack of food and shelter were the Austrian POWs. While there were individual cases of cruelty, the Serbs on the whole treated them reasonably well, employing as many as possible in a range of tasks for a minimal salary or better rations, while families could pay the government to ‌have one as a servant.62 Many of those who were trained as doctors volunteered for service while others became efficient, hard-working and loyal orderlies in both Allied and Serbian-run hospitals. However, the Serbs simply could not absorb a further sixty thousand into their shattered economy. Many of those who were unable to find work were packed into crowded and filthy former stables, with insufficient food and little ‌by way of sanitary arrangements.63 Sickness spread rapidly among them.

        More help was desperately needed amid the deteriorating situation. New Allied missions continued to arrive, including two more American Red Cross units who were assigned to Gevgelija in the south of the country. In December, Katherine MacPhail was one of five woman doctors to set out for Serbia as part of the First Serbian Unit of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals.

        Emily realized that conditions in Serbia were ripe for an epidemic. Before she returned home to New York, she wrote anxiously to the American Red Cross, pleading with them to send more help. Shocked at the worsening sanitary conditions, she illustrated her letter with an example of what she had seen happen to used dressings in Skopje on her way home. She was too discreet to name the British Red Cross as the culprits, who had far greater worries than what happened to their dressings and whose eighteen staff were working tirelessly in impossible conditions ‌looking after fifteen hundred patients.64 “One of their buildings was on a steep hill and the orderly used to empty the dressing cans over the wall where they would blow about in all directions,” she wrote. “The Turks [the Muslim population]… used to pick these over, taking the cleanest ones to line their wadded waistcoats. I don’t want to be disgusting, but I do want to make you appreciate that this may be the beginning of an epidemic… If any help is coming it must come at once and ‌must be of drastic measure.”65
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