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In late February 1917, while Russia was still embroiled in World War I, riots and 
demonstrations broke out in the capital city of Petrograd. These demonstrations were 
spontaneous and unexpected, but when the government attempted to disperse the 
crowds with reserve battalions, the soldiers began to fraternize with the demonstrators, 
and there were no other troops in the city to call. With Tsar Nicholas II at the front, 
authority largely collapsed. Many officials went into hiding, and the population of 
Petrograd turned to the country’s consultative assembly, the Duma, for leadership. 
Recognizing the potential danger in this situation, the tsar tried to dissolve the Duma 
from afar, but its members ignored his order, and on February 27, 1917, they created 
a Provisional Government. As these events unfolded, Nicholas attempted to return to 
Petrograd, but he was stranded by railroad strikes in the city of Pskov. There, faced 
with the realities already described, and aware that he no longer had the support of 
his army commanders, Nicholas abdicated the throne, both for himself and for his 
son, in favor of his brother Michael. When Michael failed to accept the throne with 
any decisiveness, the Romanov dynasty, which had lasted over 300 years, from 1613 
to 1917, came to an end.1

The Provisional Government consisted mostly of Duma members and other of-
ficials from the more liberal and moderate parties. Since the Duma had ignored the 
tsar’s order to disband, the Provisional Government technically had no legitimate 
authority. It was thus intended to be a transitional body, in office until a Constituent 
Assembly could be elected, and because of its temporary nature, it put off dealing 
with critical questions, the most important of these being land reform and the war. 
Throughout the summer of 1917, the Provisional Government more or less continued 
to pursue the same unsatisfactory policies. In late June and early July, it launched the 
last Russian offensive of World War I, an attack on Austro-German forces along a 
broad front in Galicia, which ultimately failed. This misstep resulted in more riots 

1 Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 1917–1932 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1982), 34–60; Orlando Figes, A People’s Tragedy: The Russian Revolution, 1891–1924 (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1998), 310–51; Richard Pipes, The Russian Revolution (New York: Vintage, 
1991), 272–337.
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and a failed attempt to overthrow the Provisional Government by the Bolsheviks, a 
Marxist group led by Vladimir Lenin.2

Vladimir Lenin, the Marxist theorist and revolutionary who was eager to es-
tablish a workers’ state, had over a number of years gathered a group of followers 
around him under the name of the Bolsheviks. When the Revolution broke out in 
February, Lenin was in exile in Switzerland. Writing from Switzerland, he made it 
clear that he opposed the Provisional Government and hoped to topple it; he also ex-
pressed his intent to take Russia out of the war. This last declaration of Lenin’s meant 
that France and Italy, both allies of Russia, would not allow Lenin passage home. 
Germany, however, was more than happy to help him; the only condition was that 
he travel in a sealed train car so that he could not incite any workers’ movements in 
Germany along the way. So Lenin, along with his wife and several associates, arrived 
in Petrograd in early April and began to persuade the other Bolsheviks in the worker’s 
organization known as the Petrograd Soviet that it was time to stage the revolution. 
He explained his program for action, promising to accomplish three things once he 
had control of the government: to take Russia out of the war, to distribute land to 
the peasantry, and to give workers control over the factories. It was, of course, these 
things which the Provisional Government refused to do, and this would ultimately 
result in its downfall.3

In the next months, the Provisional Government faced challenges it simply could 
not overcome. In early September there was an attempt to overthrow the government 
by a Russian military commander, Lavr Kornilov. Though the coup was stopped, the 
Provisional Government came out of the crisis looking weaker than before, while the 
position of the Bolsheviks was greatly strengthened. In fact, it was their leadership in 
putting down the attempted coup which gave them the strength and popularity to 
finally win control of both the Petrograd and Moscow Soviets.4 Finally, in October, 
the Bolsheviks took action. On the night of October 24–25, the coup was carried out 
under Leon Trotsky’s leadership, as the Petrograd Soviet’s military arm, the Red 
Guard, seized the vital centers in Petrograd such as the telephone exchange, and 
electricity and railroad offices. The Provisional Government held out briefly in the 
Winter Palace, but its defenses were weak; the majority of the soldiers in Petrograd 
supported the Bolshevik takeover.5 Lenin and the Bolsheviks now controlled the Rus-
sian capital and began to construct a communist system that would govern the nation 

2 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 34–60; Figes, A People’s Tradeg y, 279–82, 421–38; Pipes, 
The Russian Revolution, 385–438.
3 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 34–60; Figes, A People’s Tradeg y, 384–87; Pipes, The Rus-
sian Revolution, 341–84.
4 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 34–60; Figes, A People’s Tradeg y, 451–61; Pipes, The Rus-
sian Revolution, 385–438.
5 Figes, A People’s Tragedy, 469–500; Pipes, The Russian Revolution, 439–505.
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for most of the twentieth century. Pauline Stewart Crosley, author of Intimate Letters 
from Petrograd, was a witness to these dramatic events.

ó ó ó

Pauline de Launay Stewart was born in Columbus, Georgia in 1871.6 Though her 
early life remains obscure, she eventually attended Mary Baldwin College, an all-
girls school in Staunton, Virginia, and graduated in 1885. Ten years later, Stewart 
married Walter Crosley in Annapolis, Maryland. Crosley was from East Jaffrey, New 
Hampshire, and had graduated from the US Naval Academy in 1893. In the navy, he 
served in a variety of positions, participating in the Sino-Japanese War, the Spanish-
American War, and the American occupation of Haiti and Santo Domingo. Since 
most of this service was at sea, Pauline did not accompany her husband, but Walter 
visited home between assignments, and they had two sons between 1897 and 1902.7 
In early 1917, Walter was ordered to report as naval attaché to Petrograd, and this 
time, Pauline traveled with him. They arrived in Russia in April 1917. 

Over the next eleven months, the Crosleys witnessed the last gasps of the Russian 
Empire and the emergence of the new Bolshevik-led communist regime. Crosley was 
sent to replace Newton McCully, who had been an observer in Russia of the Rus-
so-Japanese War. Consequently, McCully was familiar with Russia and spoke the 
language fluently. Crosley, on the other hand, had no experience with Russia or its 
language, nor did his wife. Throughout this period, Pauline wrote letters describing 
the changing political landscape and the challenges of daily life in a city in the midst 
of, and in the wake of, revolution. Though her letters were written primarily to family 
members, when she chose to publish them in 1920, she recognized their potential 
value and the interest they might hold for a larger audience. In the foreword to her 
book, Crosley wrote, “May these letters now serve to interest and enlighten those 
others who would know what has not before been published!” 

ó ó ó

Crosley’s book of published letters is an important and fascinating addition to the 
body of firsthand literature on the Russian Revolution. It is particularly important as 
the product of a female author. There were, in fact, a number of American women in 
Russia during the revolution who chronicled their experiences, but their writings have 

6 Her headstone at Arlington Cemetery says she was born in 1871, but census records accessed 
through ancestry.com show her as being two years old in 1870. At the same time, a passenger 
list from 1930 lists her as being fifty-seven years old, which would make her born in 1873.
7 “Crosley, Walter Selwyn: rear admiral, U.S. Navy,” Who’s Who in Government (New York: 
Biographical Research Bureau, 1930). 
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often been overlooked or underappreciated. Many have likely heard of the American 
journalist and socialist John Reed and his celebrated book, Ten Days That Shook the 
World. Fewer, however, know of the contributions of his wife, Louise Bryant (played 
by Diane Keaton in “Reds,” opposite Warren Beatty as Reed). A journalistic talent in 
her own right, Bryant published Six Red Months in Russia after returning from Russia, 
but her sex and her relationship with Reed overshadowed her talent as a writer and 
the depth of her observations of this historic event. Probably the second most well-
known female chronicler of the revolution was Bessie Beatty, correspondent for the 
San Francisco Bulletin. In 1918, Beatty published her own account of the revolution, The 
Red Heart of Russia. 

The observations of both Bryant and Beatty were well received at the time of 
their publication, but over time their accounts became largely forgotten. One possible 
reason for this was that these female interpretations of the revolution, in the words 
of one historian, did not “fit comfortably within the American narratives about the 
Russian Revolution.” While the accounts by male observers concentrated on politics 
and military matters, those of their female counterparts tended to describe domestic 
concerns about the daily necessities of life, food and housekeeping matters, as well as 
“how both Russians and visiting Americans experienced grand historical events at 
the level of their quotidian existence.” In doing so, women writers may have unwit-
tingly contributed to the perception that their interpretations were less serious and in-
formative. Nothing could be farther from the truth. Both Bryant and Beatty provided 
insights and details that male journalists ignored. They humanized the revolution, 
demonstrating that the larger proletariat was made of individual people, women and 
men, soldiers and returning émigrés. By largely focusing on the human angle, they 
reminded readers that the revolution was not simply a political upheaval but a trau-
matic disruption of ordinary life as well.8

Crosley’s observations are both similar to and different from those of Bryant 
and Beatty. As journalists and feminists, Bryant and Beatty were often in the thick 
of things; they bravely ventured into the world of men, and their writings reflect this. 
Crosley, on the other hand, was in Russia as the wife of a diplomat and, consequently, 
her role dictated how much of the revolution she could witness and through what lens. 
Her world was smaller than that of her journalist contemporaries, her concerns more 
focused on her immediate surroundings and her circle of friends and acquaintances. 
Her letters are personal in nature, and give no indication that she relied upon the 
information being gathered by journalists like Reed, Bryant, or Beatty.

This is not to say, however, that a diplomat’s wife was unimportant. In the first 
several decades of the twentieth century, American women played an important role 
in the US Foreign Service, accompanying their husbands at their diplomatic posts 

8 Choi Chatterjee, “‘Odds and Ends of the Russian Revolution,’ 1917–1920: Gender and 
American Travel Narratives,” Journal of Women’s History 20, no. 4 (2008): 12, 16–17.
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around the world. Though the Foreign Service was adamant that women were not 
capable of serving in diplomatic roles themselves, it was widely understood that a man 
could potentially advance his career with a capable wife at his side. Diplomatic wives, 
in fact, were very busy women. In the words of one scholar, they “organized and man-
aged social functions, packed and unpacked households, hired and fired servants, 
met new people, threw lavish dinner parties, volunteered in the local community, 
and learned new languages, customs, and rules of protocol all over the world.”9 They 
facilitated their husbands’ careers in other ways as well. As they formed relationships 
with local women and other diplomatic wives, they participated in the exchange of 
information and the building of friendly relations. They viewed their husbands’ pro-
fession as their own and took that responsibility very seriously. These wives under-
stood that they were representing their husbands and their countries in all they did.10

Pauline Crosley’s role and experience in Russia in 1917 was much the same as 
that of the diplomatic wives of the US Foreign Service. She was largely responsible 
for her family’s social calendar and the day-to-day operations of their home. Her 
letters tend to focus on the details of everyday life, particularly the assessment of their 
fuel and food supplies. Crosley wrote to friends about the scarcity of fuel in middle 
of the Russian winter, declaring, “Our lamps keep us alive and we chase kerosene 
madly—candles are so scarce.…We have double banked every stove daily and keep 
two kerosene stoves going day and night up to midnight and even then are only warm 
in rooms where small stoves burn.”11 The acquisition of good food was also a constant 
worry. In September 1917, Crosley observed, “Food is growing scarcer, the lines all 
longer… food riots will surely be here this winter.”12 Her fears about obtaining food 
grew with each passing month. In January 1918, two months after the revolution, 
Crosley expressed great concern about her diminishing food supply, crediting her 
husband with the forethought to stockpile supplies: “It is terrible these days. Thank 
fortune my husband was far seeing—we brought good food with us and his insistence 
a ship be sent has been a boon but in two months we will have nothing left of it.…
Eggs can’t be had. I bought 250 at a good sum, and still have one doz.”13

One of the reasons Crosley focused on the need for adequate fuel supplies 
and “good food” is that she frequently threw teas and dinner parties at her home. 
These get-togethers were a regular feature of the social life of foreign diplomats in  

9 Molly M. Wood, “Wives, Clerks, and ‘Lady Diplomats’: The Gendered Politics of Diplo-
macy and Representation in the U.S. Foreign Service, 1900–1940,” European Journal of Ameri-
can Studies 10, no. 1 (2015): 2. 
10 Ibid., 3.
11 Pauline Crosley to Mrs. Smith, January 11, 1918, Crosley Collection, Harry Ransom Cen-
ter, The University of Texas at Austin.
12 Ibid., September 18, 1917, Crosley Collection.
13 Ibid., January 11, 1918, Crosley Collection.
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Petrograd, and Crosley enjoyed attending and hosting parties a great deal. Through-
out her letters, she mentions social gatherings of various types and the people she met, 
which included humanitarian volunteers, businessmen, and diplomats from around 
the world, along with their wives and, sometimes, children. These parties served an-
other function as well; they created a network of foreigners who could exchange in-
formation about where to obtain goods and who could assist in finding housing. The 
apartment that Crosley and her husband came to occupy in Petrograd was secured 
through one of these social connections. These parties also allowed foreigners in Rus-
sia to share rumors and stories about events in the city, violence on the streets, and 
the changing political situation. Crosley’s letters frequently refer to incidents that she 
herself did not witness, but that she relays as truth. As a woman accompanying her 
husband, she did not have direct contact with the people or events that were changing 
the face of Russia the way Louise Bryant and Bessie Beatty did. Pauline Crosley had 
to rely on the news she received from her husband and the various social acquain-
tances she encountered through parties and her work at the American lazaret, a hos-
pital established by the American colony in Petrograd to care for wounded soldiers 
and war refugees.

Information through unofficial sources was greatly valued because official infor-
mation was difficult to obtain or entirely unreliable. Crosley frequently complained 
about the inability to receive trustworthy news. In November 1917, she wrote, “The 
Bolsheviks censor all reports. Telegrams are neither going nor coming as they 
should.…To seek facts one must get them when possible from people who were on the 
spot and saw and heard much.…It is simply useless to depend on newspapers.”14 At 
the same time, Crosley complained that American newspapers did not understand 
the events occurring in Russia and she wished she could write in and correct the mis-
information being printed. She also was frustrated with the snail-like pace and the 
inconsistency of mail service; this was especially distressing to Crosley since her two 
sons were back in the United States, and though they were already young adults, she 
mentions concerns about insurance and education costs and the difficulty of manag-
ing those things from afar.

Crosley saw many other changes in Russia in the wake of the empire’s collapse. 
She recounted the growing numbers of idle, roaming soldiers, and stories of violence 
in the streets. Over the course of the summer of 1917, she reported that the sound 
of gunfire became commonplace. Through friends and acquaintances she relayed 
accounts of random assaults and abuse. Often, Crosley’s own background and po-
sition in society crept into her observations about the changes occurring in Russian 
life. In May 1917, for example, she bemoaned the declining atmosphere at the ballet 
performances that she attended and treasured so dearly, commenting, “The contrast 
between the former brilliant audience and the present somber one is brought to our 

14 Ibid., November 17, 1917, Crosley Collection.
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attention by those who have lived a long while in Russia. Now, one sees soldiers, sail-
ors and peasants occupying the Royal Box and there is none of the former brilliancy 
of smart gowns and gorgeous uniforms.”15 Later, she blames the revolution for the 
problems she has with one of her servants. In January 1918, she wrote, “Shocking 
and painful conditions in Russia and likely to grow worse during the coming months. 
Some day all may come right but class hatred is very intense and growing mutual. 
The servants everywhere are getting under the spell of the independence and dis-
agreeable—I have been on the eve several times of sending this cook off—She has 
a beastly temper that caused my temper to fly loose today and I threatened her with 
dismissal.”16

Crosley’s assessment of the Russian people is often harsh. She expresses frus-
tration with their passivity and complacency as the Russian Empire falls to pieces. 
She referred to Russia as “a country so pitifully without backbone, where the highest 
and the lowest are miserable and allow themselves to keep so.”17 Even as she lavishes 
praise on Russian cultural activities, describing her admiration for the Russian ballet, 
the Russian orchestra, and Russian church singing, she is a harsh critic of Russian 
common soldiers and Russian men in general, whom she often portrays as weak. 
Though Crosley knows little of Russia’s history, she attempts to explain the origins of 
the February Revolution and the events that followed. She repeatedly refers to Ger-
man involvement in the unfolding events in Russia and clearly believes that Lenin 
and the Bolsheviks were backed by and aided by German forces. 

At the same time, Crosley is sympathetic to the Russian military officers of the 
old regime whose positions were swept away with the collapse of the monarchy. In 
the summer of 1917, she described the flood of Russian officers who approached her 
husband for help obtaining a position in the US military. Crosley noted, “It is diffi-
cult to convince them that our laws prevent what they desire, and while they cannot 
have their wish gratified one must be sorry for them. There is very little in sight for 
them in Russia; many of them come in disguise; they are in hiding because they were 
more or less prominent under the old regime and they would be killed or imprisoned 
if recognized now.”18

On the night of the actual Bolshevik Revolution, Crosley was indoors, safely 
shielded from all the gunfire on the streets of the city, though she could hear cannon 
fire. She wrote to an acquaintance, “We are in the midst of another Bolshevik upris-
ing. The city was taken on Wednesday night between ten and 3 a.m. So easy!”19 Sev-

15 Pauline Crosley, Intimate Letters from Petrograd (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1920).
16 Pauline Crosley to Mrs. Smith, January 31, 1918, Crosley Collection.
17 Ibid., January 11, 1918, Crosley Collection.
18 Crosley, Intimate Letters from Petrograd, 45.
19 Pauline Crosley to Mrs. Smith, November 10, 1917, Crosley Collection.
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eral days later she and her husband walked to the site of the actual takeover, noting, 
“The Winter Palace looks as if it had smallpox. The windows on the side arch next 
to Nevsky area all shot out. The palace is peppered with bullets.”20 In subsequent 
days, she described the omnipresence of soldiers and the looting of various shops. She 
also noted that “the air for two or three blocks around the Palace is redolent with the 
fumes of the superior wines; the snow is stained and covered with broken bottles.”21 In 
the weeks after the revolution, Crosley reports the growing disrespect for foreigners, 
the confiscation of homes and material wealth from Russian nobility, and the increas-
ing disorder on the city’s streets.

Occasionally, her observations seem trite, such as when she complains about her 
difficulty in obtaining the appropriate ingredients for food for her dinner parties and 
teas. In December 1917, for example, Crosley noted the following event, with indig-
nation that seems a bit misplaced: “Last Monday we awoke to the realization that all 
Switzars… and dvorniks in the city were on a strike, the same having been ordered 
by Smolney. Our dear old switzar is very sad—he does not want to strike; he is threat-
ened with death if he works! The annoying part of it was that we were giving a dinner 
on Monday night and the front door was locked; the owner was afraid to open it. Our 
guests had to come in the back way, through the kitchen!” Similarly, in January 1918, 
Crosley wrote: “We have given two more large dinners, and have been out several 
times, but it is becoming a great effort to entertain or to be entertained. The streets are 
really not safe, and no one enjoys going out at night.” Nonetheless, it is important to 
remember that Crosley was a dependent traveling with her husband, not a journalist, 
and so her role was of a more social nature. Given her reliance on these social interac-
tions for news and acquiring goods, the difficulty to move freely between apartments 
would have been a limitation with genuine significance to her.

In early March 1918, the Crosleys left Petrograd. According to a letter of Walter 
Crosley, they had only eight hours’ notice to pack their things and prepare to leave. 
Pauline describes packing all night, not only their belongings but also the belongings 
of the couple whose apartment they had been renting. She describes Walter’s last min-
ute rushing: “Getting tickets and passports under such a government is beyond words 
to describe what Walter Crosley was overwhelmed with. In an organized country you 
know where to go and what to do but in Petrograd under Red Guards I assure you 
it’s the 7th Wonder of the World!” She and Walter made the best arrangements they 
could to protect the apartment and its contents from vandalism or theft after they left, 
leaving money to pay the rent and the servants for several months, and leaving food 
and fuel as well.22 They then made a daring escape with a group of others via Fin-
land, first by train then by sleigh. By this point, Russia was already descending into 

20 Ibid., November 17, 1917, Crosley Collection.
21 Crosley, Intimate Letters from Petrograd, 233.
22 Pauline Crosley to Mrs. Smith, March 5, 1918, Crosley Collection.
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a civil war between pro-Bolshevik forces called “Reds” and the opposition known as 
the “Whites.” Navigating their way across the dangerous Civil War front, the Cros-
leys encountered cold, hunger, and physical discomfort, but they finally made their 
way to Sweden. Her last letter that she chose to include in her book is from Sweden. 
It concludes with this appeal: “Before I end this I must put in one plea about that 
most horrible disease! Please, as you are a patriot, use every means within your power 
to prevent that disease from getting a start in the United States. There is no step too 
difficult to be well warranted, for the only cure for Bolshevism is death to it!”23

After departing Russia, the Crosleys lived in a number of other places as Walter 
served in different positions within the navy. Over the years, as Crosley traveled with 
her husband, she kept in contact with her alma mater, informing them of her travels 
and changing address.24 Only a few years before her death, she contributed money 
to the alumnae fund.25 Pauline Crosley died in 1955 and is buried along with her 
husband in Arlington Cemetery. 

ó ó ó

Despite some of their limitations, Crosley’s letters are very interesting and distinct 
from other similar sources. Her descriptions of life in revolutionary St. Petersburg 
are told in dated letters, thus her impressions are fresh and immediate and resemble 
a diary or first-hand report. She was not a journalist or professional writer and has 
published nothing else that we know of, and while her letters may have been edited 
before publication, they do not appear significantly edited or polished, as is clear from 
the style of her writing and the frequent repetition. Finally, her correspondence spans 
a whole year, well into the Bolshevik period, which is atypical for the comparable 
memoirs and accounts that are available. Crosley’s letters give us a sense of what 
life was like during these tumultuous months and serve as a fascinating companion 
to some of the more politically detailed accounts of the revolutionary period. Her 
frustration as Russia degenerates into chaos is real, as is her sense that intervention by 
either the Allies or an organized force of Russians might have prevented the Bolshevik 
takeover. Her focus on the toll which the revolution takes on Russian cultural life is 
a stark reminder of how political upheavals can, and often do, impact all aspects of a 
society. Similarly, Crosley’s complaints about the difficulty of obtaining food, fuel, and 
reliable information highlight the ways in which the revolution affected everyday life 
for average Russian people. For most Russians, the challenge of day-to-day existence 

23 Crosley, Intimate Letters from Petrograd, 296.
24 Mary Baldwin Bulletin Alumnae News Letter, January 1938, 21; Mary Baldwin Bulletin 
News Letter, March 1935, 29; Mary Baldwin News Letter, July 1929, 17; Mary Baldwin News 
Letter, April 1928.
25 Mary Baldwin Alumnae News Letter, November 1952, 14.
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would have been a greater concern than the details of the country’s political turmoil, 
making Crosley’s book a valuable resource for viewing the revolution from below.

Further Reading

Beatty, Bessie. The Red Heart of Russia. New York: Century, 1918.

Bryant, Louise. Six Red Months in Russia. Edited by Lee A. Farrow. Bloomington, IN: 
Slavica, 2017.

Fedotoff White, Dmitri. Survival through War and Revolution. Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1939.

Figes, Orlando. A People’s Tragedy: The Russian Revolution, 1891–1924. New York: 
Penguin Books, 1998.

Fitzpatrick, Sheila. The Russian Revolution, 1917–1932. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1982.

Kennan, George F. Russia and the West under Lenin and Stalin. Boston: Little Brown, 
1961.

Lieven, Dominic. The End of Tsarist Russia: The March to World War I and Revolution. 
New York: Viking, 2015.

Pipes, Richard. The Russian Revolution. New York: Vintage, 1991.

   . Three Whys of the Russian Revolution. New York: Vintage, 1995.

Pomper, Philip. The Russian Revolutionary Intelligentsia. Arlington Heights, IL: Harlan 
Davidson, 1970.

Reed, John. Ten Days That Shook the World. Edited by William Benton Whisenhunt. 
Bloomington, IN: Slavica, 2017.

Saul, Norman. War and Revolution: The United States and Russia, 1914–1921. Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2001.

Smith, S. A. The Russian Revolution: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002.

Wade, Rex A. The Russian Revolution, 1917. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000.

Weeks, Charles J. An American Naval Diplomat in Revolutionary Russia: The Life and Times 
of Newton A. McCully. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1993. 


	Intimate Letters from PetrogradPRINT

