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Abstract
The trauma of coming face to face with the horrors of a battlefield and witnessing
first-hand the abandonment of the war-wounded led Henry Dunant to two ingenious
concepts: the creation of permanent volunteer relief societies and the adoption of a
treaty to protect wounded soldiers and all who endeavour to come to their aid. On the
initiative of Gustave Moynier, a committee was established in Geneva to implement
Dunant’s proposals. That committee –which soon took the name ‘International
Committee of the Red Cross’ (ICRC) – convened two international conferences, the
first of which laid the foundation for the future relief societies while the second
adopted the initial Geneva Convention. This article considers the circumstances that
led to the founding of the ICRC and then to that of the International Red Cross and
Red Crescent Movement, starting with Solferino and culminating in the adoption of
the Geneva Convention.

Keywords: Red Cross, ICRC, Henry Dunant, Gustave Moynier, Guillaume-Henri Dufour, war-wounded,
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The aftermath of battle

A great battle has rarely been fought with such disastrous short-sightedness,
improvisation and negligence. The incompetence of the leaders has rarely led to
such a bloodbath.

When, on the evening of 22 June 1859, the Austrian Emperor ordered his
army, which had assembled on the previous evening to the east of the River Mincio,
which flows out of Lake Garda and marks the border between Lombardy and
Venetia, to conduct a countermarch so as to occupy the hills around the little
town of Solferino on the other side of the river, he was in no doubt that the line of
the Pieve would hold up the progress of his enemies for several days, since the
Austrians had destroyed all the bridges across that river as they withdrew. Having
neglected to give orders for reconnaissance, the Emperor was unaware that
the Franco-Piedmontese were already crossing the Pieve on bridges built by the
engineers corps.

As for the Franco-Piedmontese, they were convinced that the decisive battle
would be fought – as in 1848 – to the east of the Mincio, in the area delimited by the
four fortresses of Peschiera, Mantua, Verona, and Legnago, Austrian strongholds
that commanded access to Venetia. Even worse, the general staff officers were so
sure of themselves that they refused to give credence to the report sent by
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Commander Morand of the first Zouave battalion. Having ventured as far as
Solferino, as day dawned on 23 June, Morand looked down from the imposing
mediaeval tower, which rose high above the entire area, to see long columns of
Austrian soldiers, easily identified in their white uniforms, who had crossed the
Mincio and were moving westward. The French and the Piedmontese armies were
in marching formation and did not even have liaison officers. Therefore, throughout
23 June, two huge armies, with a total of over 300,000 men, were in the same part
of the territory, just a few kilometres from each other, without either of them
suspecting the presence of the enemy.

The two armies clashed at daybreak on 24 June –without a plan of
operations, without artillery preparation, and . . . without medical services. In such
circumstances, disaster was inevitable. The commanders of both armies committed
ever-greater resources to seizing the tower on the heights above Solferino. They
hoped that – once captured – it would enable them to see what was going on and to
regain control of the operations. The artillery fire and shelling wreaked havoc
among the regiments who were mounting the attack in serial ranks.

When the fighting was over, the French army was in no state to make
the most of its victory. The exhausted troops were trapped by an exceptionally
fierce rain-and-hail storm. Appalled by the extent of the disaster and terrified at
the thought that prolonged sieges and a third major battle – following Magenta
and Solferino –would be needed to liberate Venetia, Napoleon III wanted
nothing more than to put an end to the campaign, even if it meant betraying his
Piedmontese ally. The very next day he sent an emissary to Emperor Francis Joseph.
An armistice was signed a few days later.1

A costly victory for the Franco-Piedmontese after long hours of intense
fighting, the battle of Solferino paved the way for the independence and unification
of Italy but it was also the bloodiest massacre that Europe had known since
Waterloo. Fifteen hours of fighting left 6,000 dead and nearly 40,000 wounded.2

The medical services of the Franco-Sardinian armies, which had to deal with the
consequences of the battle, were completely overwhelmed and the negligence of
the supply corps was exposed. The French army had four veterinary surgeons for
1,000 horses, but only one medical doctor for every 1,000 men; the medical service’s

1 Pierre Boissier, History of the International Committee of the Red Cross, From Solferino to Tsushima,
Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1985 (first French edition published in 1963); Richard Brooks, Solferino
1859: The Battle for Italy’s Freedom, Osprey, Oxford, 2009; Raymond Bourgerie, Magenta et Solferino
(1859), Napoléon III et le rêve italien, Éditions Economica, Paris, 1993; Mino Milani, Le battaglie di
Solferino e San Martino, GAM editrice, Rudiano (Brescia), 2008; Pierre Pelissier, Solférino, 24 juin 1859,
Perrin, Paris, 2012; Lt Col. Patrick Turnbull, Solferino: The Birth of a Nation, Robert Hale, London, 1985;
Colonel Harold Carmichael Willy, The Campaign of Magenta and Solferino, 1859: The Decisive Conflict
for the Unification of Italy, Leonaur (s.l.), 2009 (first edition, London/New York, 1907), in particular
pp. 127–175.

2 Dr J.-C. Chenu, Statistique médico-chirurgicale de la Campagne d’Italie en 1859 et 1860, Librairie militaire
de J. Dumaine, Paris, 1869, Vol. II, pp. 851–853. What made things worse was that the troops had been
given new munitions, ogival-cylindrical bullets with a diameter of 11–12 millimetres, which inflicted
terrible wounds, far worse than those caused by the spherical bullets previously used.
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means of transport were requisitioned to convey munitions and crates of dressings
were left behind in the rear, only to be sent back to France, still sealed, at the end of
the campaign.3 According to the report submitted by General Paris de la Bollardière,
the French army’s quartermaster-general, it took six days – yes, six days – to remove
10,212 wounded soldiers from the field.4

When the first shots rang out, the French army had only one field hospital
in the vicinity of Solferino, the one attached to the General Headquarters that had
been set up at Castiglione delle Stiviere, a few kilometres from the centre of the
battle. It had three doctors and six auxiliaries – almost as good as none. Most of the
medical corps – some 180 doctors – had been left behind because of insufficient
transport.

Helped along by their fellow soldiers or transported on local peasants’ carts,
the wounded soldiers were taken to the nearby villages in the hope of obtaining a
little water, food, first aid, and shelter. More than 9,000 wounded soldiers thus
arrived in Castiglione,5 where the wounded soon outnumbered the able-bodied.
There were wounded soldiers everywhere – the more fortunate among them being
sheltered in houses or schools, while others lay in courtyards and churches, on the
town squares, and in the narrow streets. More than 500 wounded soldiers were
packed into the town’s main church, the Chiesa Maggiore. One can only imagine
what it was like.

That same day, 24 June, a businessman from Geneva, Henry Dunant,
arrived in Castiglione. He was not a doctor and had urgent business to attend to. He
hoped to meet Napoleon III, who was the only one able to take the decisions that
could save his debt-ridden enterprise in Algeria.6

3 Unopened crates containing 169 tonnes of dressings were sent back to France at the end of the campaign.
Jean Guillermand, ‘Le Service de santé militaire français au XIXe siècle’, in Roger Durand (ed.), Le creuset
de la Croix-Rouge: Actes de voyages d’étude à Solférino, San Martino, Castiglione, Cavriana et Borghetto les
6–8 mai 1983 et les 25–27 mai 1995, Henry Dunant Society and International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Museum, Geneva, 1997, p. 87.

4 Paris de la Bollardière,Opérations administratives pendant la campagne d’Italie, quoted by Dr J.-C. Chenu,
above note 2, Vol. I, p. XVI; P. Boissier, above note 1, p. 22.

5 Dr J.-C. Chenu, above note 2, Vol. I, p. 378.
6 In his writings, Henry Dunant endeavoured to conceal the real motives for his travels in Italy behind

humanitarian considerations. For instance, at a conference in the United Kingdom, Dunant claimed that
he had gone to Italy because he felt concerned about the fate of war wounded and that he had been guided
by the example set by Florence Nightingale. However, Professor Alexis François has shown that Dunant
went to Italy in the hope of meeting Emperor Napoleon III with a view to pleading the cause of the
Company of the Mons-Djémila Mills, of which he was the chairman. See Alexis François, Le berceau de la
Croix-Rouge, Librairie Jullien, Geneva, and Librairie Édouard Champion, Paris, 1918, pp. 19–23 and
70–78; similarly, P. Boissier, above note 1, pp. 7–16. The idea of meeting the Emperor in Italy, where he
had assumed command of his troops, was not quite as absurd as it may first seem today. The CrimeanWar
(1854–1856), which turned into endless siege warfare, was still fresh in people’s minds. Things were
expected go much the same way in Italy, particularly as the Austrians had four impressive fortresses
commanding access to Venetia. Moreover, the French army had transported a large supply of siege
equipment to northern Italy. Once he had set siege to those fortresses, Napoleon would have been
condemned to wait around for weeks on end. He would have had plenty of time to receive visitors. The
rapidity with which the fighting came to an end was to upset Dunant’s plans, as well as those of
the governments and the military command.
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However, Dunant was not the kind of man to harden his heart to the
distress that he witnessed. He spent three days and three nights tending the
wounded and the dying. He bathed their wounds, changed their dressings,
gave the thirsty something to drink, took note of the last words of dying soldiers,
and sent his coachman to Brescia to buy cloth, material for dressings, herbal teas,
fruit, cigars, pipes, and tobacco. He mobilized volunteers –mostly women and
girls – in an attempt to stem the flood of suffering and urged them to follow his
example and take care of those in need regardless of which side they belonged to.
Tutti fratelli, they repeated after Dunant, who encouraged them to show the same
concern for wounded Austrian soldiers as for those from France or Piedmont. He
wrote to the Countess Valérie de Gasparin to ask her to launch a fundraising
subscription in Geneva and to purchase relief supplies.7

Having spent three days and three nights at the bedside of the wounded,
Dunant, utterly exhausted, went to Cavriana, the French army headquarters. He
pleaded – unsuccessfully – the cause of the company that he headed in Algeria, but

Henry Dunant (1828–1910 AD) in 1863, at the time of the foundation of the Red Cross.
© Photo Library ICRC (DR)/BOISSONNAS, Frédéric.

7 The Countess de Gasparin, who had taken the initiative of launching a subscription on behalf of those
wounded in the Crimean War, sent long excerpts from Dunant’s letter to the Journal de Genève, which
published them in its edition of 9 July 1859, p. 3. See Henry Dunant,Mémoires, edited and introduced by
Bernard Gagnebin, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, and Éditions L’Age d’Homme, Lausanne, 1971,
pp. 39–42; in his Mémoires, Dunant states, erroneously, that the letter was published on 8 July.
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he also took the opportunity to ask for the release of the imprisoned Austrian
doctors so that they could tend the wounded, a request that was granted.8

On his way back to Geneva, he stopped in Brescia and in Milan to visit
the military hospitals, where he found some of the wounded of whom he had taken
care in Castiglione, and witnessed virtually the same distress, suffering, and death.
He finally arrived in Geneva on 11 July 1859, the day on which Napoleon III and
Francis Joseph met in Villafranca and, in just two hours, laid the foundation for
peace.9 After a few days of rest, Dunant again focused on his business affairs in
Algeria.

Altogether, Dunant had only spent about two weeks attending the
wounded of the battle of Solferino but he had established –without being aware
of it – two of the pillars of what was to become the Red Cross and international
humanitarian law: impartiality in the provision of medical care and the principle
of the neutrality of medical action.

The power of testimony

It is, however, not because Dunant cared for the wounded in Solferino that he
is remembered today.10 The names of other willing helpers who demonstrated
just as much commitment – at Solferino and elsewhere – have long been forgotten.

8 Henry Dunant, ibid., pp. 36–37. Strangely enough, in A Memory of Solferino, Dunant devoted a few lines
to that expedition to Cavriana without mentioning what he had done on behalf of the Austrian doctors.
We only know about that from hisMémoires, which were written with an apologetic aim more than thirty
years later. At the time of his journey to Cavriana, Dunant could not have known that Baron Larrey,
Surgeon-General in the French army, had taken similar steps. See Dr J.-C. Chenu, above note 2, Vol. I,
p. 341. He might therefore have genuinely believed that his representations had led to the release of the
Austrian doctors. Even before the imperial decision had been taken, sixteen Austrian doctors, who had
been part of a convoy of prisoners of war who were being evacuated to the rear and were passing through
Castiglione, had been requisitioned to provide medical care for the wounded. Napoleon III ordered that
they should be released first. In witnessing those events on the Solferino battlefield, Dunant had discovered
the principle of neutrality of medical action that was to be the cornerstone of the original Geneva
Convention.

9 H. Dunant, above note 7, pp. 32–47; P. Boissier, above note 1, pp. 17–33; Corinne Chaponnière, Henry
Dunant, La croix d’un homme, Perrin, Paris, 2010, pp. 98–113; Roger Durand, Henry Dunant, 1828–1910,
Humanitarian Geneva, Geneva, 2011, pp. 28–32; A. François, above note 6, pp. 24–39. For a long time the
only information on Dunant’s activity in Castiglione came from his own account of it. In the ICRC
archives Micheline Tripet found four letters from Eugène Margot-Dornier, watchmaker to the French
army during the campaign in Italy, that corroborate the report by Dunant. See Micheline Tripet, ‘La
présence de Dunant dans les archives de la Croix-Rouge’, in Roger Durand (ed.), De l’utopie à la réalité:
Actes du colloque Henry Dunant tenu à Genève au Palais de l’Athénée et à la Chapelle de l’Oratoire les 3, 4
et 5 mai 1985, Henry Dunant Society, Geneva, 1988, pp. 42–47. Furthermore, Dunant’s testimony met
with resounding confirmation in that, on 19 January 1860, Victor Emmanuel, King of Piedmont-Sardinia,
conferred the Order of Saints Maurice and Lazare on Henry Dunant and Louis Appia ‘in considerazione di
particolari benevolenze’ (in consideration of particular benevolence) (A. François, above note 6, p. 64).

10 Some of Dunant’s hagiographers, not to mention some film-makers short of spectacular effects, have
thought it appropriate to glorify his role in Solferino and to portray him as a superhero setting off to
provide relief for the wounded, at the head of a whole host of volunteers. There is nothing to support
that view in Dunant’s writings. In fact, it is contradicted by what he actually wrote: ‘One’s sense of utter
inadequacy in such extraordinary and solemn circumstances is a source of unspeakable anguish’
(A Memory of Solferino, translated from the first French edition published in 1862, The American
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If Henry Dunant is remembered today, it is first and foremost because he reported
on what he had seen and done in northern Italy.

In fact, Dunant was unable to forget the wounded of Solferino. As soon as
his business dealings in Algeria permitted, he went into retreat in Geneva, studied
the campaign in Italy, and committed his testimony to a book that became a
historical milestone, A Memory of Solferino.11

The first pages of the book give a vivid account of the battle, in an epic style
that is typical of military writing of that period – flags wave in the wind, bugles call,
drums beat, uniforms shine brightly, and intrepid battalions mount an attack under
enemy fire. Then suddenly the tone changes:

When the sun came up on the twenty-fifth [of June], it disclosed the most
dreadful sights imaginable. Bodies of men and horses covered the battlefield;
corpses were strewn over roads, ditches, ravines, thickets and fields; the
approaches to Solferino were literally thick with dead.12

The hidden face of war was exposed: the protracted anguish of the wounded, who
were removed from the battlefield one at a time, of the mutilated, of those dying of
thirst, of those whose wounds had had time to become infected and who had
become delirious with pain and fever; the Chiesa Maggiore packed full with
wounded and dying soldiers; the screams of the wretched men undergoing hasty
amputations without anaesthetic or hygiene; the smell of decay; the clouds of flies,
thirst, hunger, neglect, despair, and death.

Dunant used his description to denounce the terrible injustice to which the
soldiers were subjected. During the battle, their country expected them to accept
every kind of trial and sacrifice. Once they had been wounded, they were deserted.
‘“Oh, Sir, I’m in such pain!” several of these poor fellows said to me, “they desert us,
leave us to die miserably, and yet we fought so hard!”’13

However, Dunant was not satisfied by merely testifying to the horrors of
war. He concluded with two questions, which were, at the same time, two appeals:

But why have I told of all these scenes of pain and distress, and perhaps aroused
painful emotions in my readers? Why have I lingered with seeming com-
placency over lamentable pictures, tracing their details with what may
appear desperate fidelity?

National Red Cross, Washington D.C., 1939 (original French: Un souvenir de Solférino, Imprimerie
Jules-Guillaume Fick, Geneva, 1862), p. 55 (revised translation). That is a far cry from triumphalism!

11 Ibid. To mark the 150th anniversary of the publication of Dunant’s book, the Henry Dunant Society and
the International Committee of the Red Cross published a facsimile reproduction of the original French
edition of 1862, followed by the first complete edition in English (1939), together with a historical note by
Roger Durand and Philippe Monnier, Henry Dunant Society and International Committee of the Red
Cross, Geneva, October 2012. With regard to the genesis of the book, reference should be made to the
aforementioned note by Roger Durand and Philippe Monnier: ‘Reworked twenty times . . . Note on the
genesis of A Memory of Solferino and its subsequent editions in French’, pp. XXIII–XLVI. For a literary
analysis of A Memory of Solferino, see Francois Bugnion, ‘Henry Dunant et l’amour de la géométrie’, in
Bulletin de la Société Henry Dunant, No. 20, 2000–2002, pp. 1–18.

12 Henry Dunant, above note 10, p. 35.
13 Ibid., p. 47.
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It is a natural question. Perhaps I might answer it by another: Would it not
be possible, in time of peace and quiet, to form relief societies for the purpose
of having care given to the wounded in wartime by zealous, devoted and
thoroughly qualified volunteers?14

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement was born of this first
question, this first appeal. But there was more. For those ‘zealous volunteers’ to be
able to carry out a mercy mission on the battlefield, they would have to be
recognized and respected. Hence the second appeal:

On certain special occasions, as, for example, when princes of the military art
belonging to different nationalities meet at Cologne or Châlons, would it not be
desirable that they should take advantage of this sort of congress to formulate
some international principle, sanctioned by a Convention inviolate in character,
which, once agreed upon and ratified, might constitute the basis for societies for
the relief of the wounded in the different European countries?15

That second question marks the starting point of contemporary international
humanitarian law.

The book came off the press in early November 1862, and 1,600 copies were
printed, 400 of which were marked ‘Not for sale’. It was an ‘open letter to world
leaders’, a manifesto that Dunant sent to his friends and relatives, as well as to
sovereigns, government ministers, army generals, writers, and well-known
philanthropists.16

Helped by the author’s unparalleled gifs as a communicator and a style
which earned the recognition of eminent writers of his time, the book immediately
resonated with Dunant's contemporaries. In the following months two further
editions were printed. The book was translated into Dutch, Italian, and German
(three times), and Charles Dickens published substantial excerpts in his journal All
the Year Round.17 Like Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which had been published ten years
earlier,18 and like Les Misérables, which was published the same year, 1862, A
Memory of Solferino has stirred people’s emotions and changed something in the
course of history. Congratulatory letters and messages of support flooded in from all
quarters, particularly from sovereigns, government ministers, and other influential
people.19

14 Ibid., p. 85.
15 Ibid., p. 93.
16 H. Dunant, above note 7, pp. 49–63.
17 Daisy C. Mercanton, Henry Dunant, Essai bio-bibliographique, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, and

Éditions L’Age d’Homme, Lausanne, 1971, pp. 23–38.
18 A sworn opponent of slavery, Dunant had met Harriet Beecher-Stowe when she was touring Europe.

His Mémoires refer to the deep impression made by the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin on his thinking,
as her writing had helped to bring about the abolition of a detestable practice (H. Dunant, above note 7,
pp. 29–31). Dunant doubtless had that example in mind when he wrote A Memory of Solferino.

19 P. Boissier, above note 1, pp. 40–43; Bernard Gagnebin, ‘Comment l’Europe accueillit le Souvenir de
Solférino’, in Revue internationale de la Croix-Rouge, No. 378, June 1950, pp. 419–429; Anne-Marie
Pfister, ‘A hundred years since the publication of “AMemory of Solferino” ’, in International Review of the
Red Cross (hereinafter IRRC), Vol. 2, No. 20, November 1962, pp. 575–580.
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Nonetheless, presenting an ingenious new idea and stirring up emotions by
means of a cleverly orchestrated promotion campaign would be doomed if the idea
was not converted into action. One of Dunant’s fellow citizens, Gustave Moynier,
two years his senior, proposed the strategies that would transform the dream into
reality and the idea into action.

Gustave Moynier

The many public figures to whom Dunant sent a copy of his book included,
naturally enough, Gustave Moynier, who was the chairman of a local charity in his
native city, the Geneva Public Welfare Society.20 The two men knew each other.
As teenagers, they had met at a ball in Céligny, in the countryside near Geneva. Both
of them were members of the Geneva Geographical Society.21

Gustave Moynier (1826–1910), one of the founders of the Red Cross, member of the Geneva
Committee. © Photo Library ICRC (DR)/BOISSONNAS, Frédéric.

20 Bernard Lescaze, Pauvres et bourgeois à Genève, La Société genevoise d’utilité publique en son temps, 1828–
1978, Contribution à l’histoire économique et sociale de Genève, Société genevoise d’utilité publique,
Geneva, 1978; Jean de Senarclens, La Société genevoise d’utilité publique, Creuset des réformes sociales à
Genève aux XIXe et XXe siècles, Éditions Slatkine, Geneva, 2003.

21 C. Chaponnière, above note 9, pp. 26–27 and 83–84.
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A lawyer by training, with a mind that was as positivist and pragmatic as
Dunant’s was idealistic and visionary, Gustave Moynier was not a man to be carried
away by his emotions.22 However, remembering, forty years later, his first reading of
AMemory of Solferino, he admitted that his heart ‘had been profoundly stirred as he
read those moving pages’.23

Hardly had he closed the book than he contacted the author, to discover
that, while Dunant had presented two ideas that were to have a remarkable
impact on the course of history and was actively promoting his book in a public
relations campaign that was far ahead of its time, he did not seem to have a strategy
in mind for the implementation of those ideas. Moynier recounted that first
meeting:

I thought that he must have reflected on how to realize his dream and that he
could perhaps give me some helpful suggestions with regard to establishing that
institution that, until then, he was the only one to have thought of. In the latter
regard, I have to admit that I was mistaken, as I caught him off guard, before, he
assured me, he had conceived the slightest plan for the implementation of his
invention.24

Whereas Dunant did not have a strategy, Moynier was able to make use of his
position as the chairman of the Geneva Public Welfare Society and his experience of
the international welfare congresses that he had attended in Brussels (1856),
Frankfurt (1857), and London (1862).25 He therefore proposed to refer Dunant’s
proposals to the Society.

The founding of the International Committee of the Red Cross

On 15 December 1862, Moynier presented Dunant’s proposals to the Society’s
General Commission, which was, in effect, its executive body. The proposals
received a cool reception. While everyone acknowledged the generosity of Dunant’s
intentions, they were keen to point out, in particular, the obstacles to their
implementation. ‘It was decided that it was not our Society that could deal with that’
was the conclusion recorded in the minutes of the meeting.26 It is easy to understand

22 Jean de Senarclens, The Founding of the Red Cross: Gustave Moynier, its Master Builder, Éditions Slatkine,
Geneva, 2005; François Bugnion, Gustave Moynier, 1826–1910, Humanitarian Geneva, Geneva, 2011.

23 Gustave Moynier, Mes heures de travail, Société générale d’imprimerie, Geneva, 1907, p. 35.
24 G. Moynier, ibid., pp. 55–56. Unfortunately, Dunant left no account of that first meeting, which was to

play a decisive role in the future of his proposals. However, a careful reading of the short reference he
makes in his Mémoires to that first contact would seem to indicate that it was Moynier who took the
initiative (H. Dunant, above note 7, p. 65). That is also the reading of Red Cross historians and of Dunant’s
principle biographers (P. Boissier, above note 1, pp. 45–48; C. Chaponnière, above note 9, pp. 125–127;
R. Durand, above note 9, pp. 35–36).

25 Jean de Senarclens, above note 22, pp. 75–83.
26 Archives of the Geneva Public Welfare Society (Geneva, Palais de l’Athénée), minutes of the Society’s

General Commission, meeting of 15 December 1862, manuscript, quoted by Jean de Senarclens, above
note 22, p. 99.

F. Bugnion – Birth of an idea: the founding of the International Committee of the Red Cross and of the

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement

1308
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1816383113000088 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1816383113000088


why the Commission members retreated in the face of the challenge presented to
them. As Moynier wrote many years later:

How could it be presumed that an association modestly devoted to the
consideration of local interests, placed in a small country, and having at its
disposal no means of action beyond its own limited sphere, should dream of
launching into an adventure of such gigantic magnitude as the subject on which
it had been consulted?27

Moynier, however, was not the kind of man to admit defeat. He renewed his
efforts at the next meeting of the General Commission on 28 January 1863. Having
learned from his defeat on 15 December 1862, he set his sights on a clearly defined
target: as an international welfare congress was to be held in Berlin in September
1863, Moynier suggested that the Society submit Dunant’s proposals to the
congress and that it appoint a small drafting committee for that purpose. As that
suggestion did not – at least in appearance – commit the Society to a great deal,
it was accepted.

Bolstered by this support, Moynier convened a general assembly of the
Society on 9 February 1863. Taking up his proposal, the general assembly appointed
five members to the drafting committee: Dunant, Moynier, Dr Louis Appia,
Dr Théodore Maunoir, and General Dufour, who conferred his authority and
tremendous prestige on the project.28 What was drafted on that occasion was the
birth certificate of the International Committee of the Red Cross.29

27 Gustave Moynier, The Red Cross, its Past and its Future, translated by John Furley, Cassel, Peter Galpin &
Co, London, 1883, p. 14.

28 Archives of the Geneva Public Welfare Society (Geneva, Palais de l’Athénée), minutes of the meeting of
9 February1863, manuscript. Those minutes were reproduced, with several stylistic corrections, in Bulletin
international des Sociétés de la Croix-Rouge, No. 126, April 1901, pp. 79–80, and in IRRC, No. 24, March
1963, pp. 115–117; Roger Durand, ‘Le “non-événement” du 9 février 1863’, in Bulletin de la Société Henry
Dunant, No. 10, 1985–1988, pp. 33–47. The minutes of the meeting of 9 February 1863 of the Geneva
Public Welfare Society refer to the creation of a committee of three members. The number ‘three’ was
subsequently crossed through and replaced by ‘five’. Appointed commander-in-chief of the federal army
when Switzerland plunged into civil war, General Dufour was able to bring the war to a victorious
conclusion and to restore the unity of the Confederation in under three weeks, thus preventing any
intervention by the Major Powers, which would have turned Switzerland into Europe’s battlefield.
Moreover, he had conducted operations in such a way as to prepare for the reconciliation of the
Confederates. The instructions that he gave to the divisional commanders and to the troops, and which he
wrote himself on the eve of his taking office, testify to his humanity and prefigure the Geneva Convention.
See Guillaume-Henri Dufour, ‘Recommandations sur la conduite à tenir envers les habitants et les
troupes’, 4 November 1847 (excerpts), and ‘Proclamation à l’Armée’, 5 November 1847 (excerpts), quoted
in Olivier Reverdin, La guerre du Sonderbund vue par le Général Dufour, Juin 1847–avril 1848, Éditions du
Journal de Genève, Geneva, 1948, pp. 42–44. Furthermore, as a colonel in command of the military school
at Thun, Dufour had among his officer cadets the young Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, who was to become
Napoleon III. The two men professed their mutual esteem and remained in contact until the former
emperor’s death in 1873. Dufour’s influence probably accounts for the support given by Napoleon III to
the plans of the Geneva Committee, despite the opposition of the imperial administration and the army.

29 In the beginning, there was a degree of uncertainty about the name to be given to the International
Committee. At its meeting of 20 December 1875, the Geneva Committee adopted the name International
Committee of the Red Cross, which appeared on the 31st circular to the Central Committees, dated
10 February 1876, and on all subsequent documents.
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Dr Louis Appia (1818–1898), one of the co-founders of the Red Cross, member of the Geneva
Committee. © Photo Library ICRC (DR)/BOISSONNAS, Frédéric.

Mr Théodore Maunoir (1806–1869), one of the co-founders of the Red Cross, member of the
Geneva Committee. © Photo Library ICRC (DR)/BOISSONNAS, Frédéric.
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From the founding of the ICRC to that of the Red Cross

The drafting committee held its first meeting on 17 February 1863. Its five members
immediately decided to set it up as the Permanent International Committee for
the Relief of Wounded Soldiers. That decision was surprising as it obviously
exceeded the limits of the mandate that the Geneva Public Welfare Society conferred
on the Committee. However, it can be explained by the objectives that its five
members had set themselves and that emerged with an astounding clarity at their
first meeting.30 To understand these objectives, it is appropriate to recall the
situation of the military medical services in the second half of the nineteenth
century.

General Guillaume-Henri Dufour (1787–1875), one of the co-founders of the Red Cross, member
of the Geneva Committee, signatory of the Geneva Convention of 22 August 1864, ICRC
President (1863–1864) © Photo Library ICRC (DR)/BOISSONNAS, Frédéric.

30 Although that is not suggested in the minutes of the meeting of 17 February 1863 or in contemporary
accounts, there is every reason to think that Dunant, who seemed to be the kingpin of the Committee until
he became implicated in the collapse of the Crédit genevois in 1867, met each of his four colleagues
individually to prepare for that meeting. Without preparations of that kind, it is difficult to imagine that
agreement on such an ambitious programme could have been reached at just one meeting, particularly as
the most influential of the participants –General Dufour – doubted whether it would be possible to
establish permanent relief societies in peacetime, as is apparent from his letter to Dunant dated 19 October
1862 and his remarks during the debates of the Geneva Public Welfare Society.
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Despite medical progress at that time, those services were in a state of
utter decay. The French Revolution was largely to blame. Conscription had relegated
the medical services to the bottom of the quartermaster-generals’ list of concerns,
whereas the increased size of armies led to greater numbers of soldiers being
killed and wounded. Under the Ancien Régime, armies were expensive to maintain
because the men were mercenaries who had to be recruited, kitted out, trained, and
paid. A first-class medical corps was seen as the best way to maintain the royal
armies’ limited strength. With conscription, the quartermaster-generals ceased to
rely on surgery, and instead counted on new levies to make up for the losses.
Moreover, from 1815 to 1854, Europe enjoyed a long period of peace and stability.
The size of the medical corps was reduced to peacetime needs. However, there is no
similarity between the needs of an army in barracks and those of an army in the
field.31 The results were plain to see: wound for wound, the chances of survival for
soldiers serving under Napoleon III were far less than for their counterparts
in the army of Napoleon I and probably worse under Napoleon I than under
Louis XV.32

But that was not all. Before going into battle, it was customary practice
among Ancien Régime generals to agree on the location of their medical posts, which
had to be respected. That wise precaution meant that medical posts could be set up
in the immediate vicinity of the battlefield. That custom – the existence of which
was unknown to the five members of the Committee –was abandoned at the time
of the Revolution.33 Without a distinctive emblem recognized by all countries,
the stretcher-bearers could not collect the wounded until the fighting was over
as they otherwise risked finding themselves caught in the enemy’s firing line.34

To protect them from enemy fire, first-aid posts and field hospitals were established
well away from the battlefield. This meant, however, that the wounded had to
endure lengthy transport times, during which fractures were displaced and wounds
festered.35 During a retreat, doctors and nurses had no choice but to abandon the

31 P. Boissier, above note 1, pp. 131–134; Médecin Général Albert Fabre (ed.), Histoire de la médecine aux
armées, Vol. II, De la Révolution française au conflit mondial de 1914, Éditions Charles Lavauzelle, Paris
and Limoges, 1984, pp. 183–209; Roger Mayer, ‘Le Service de Santé des armées françaises dans la première
moitié du XIXe siècle’, in Roger Durand (ed.), Aux Sources de l’Idée Croix-Rouge, Henry Dunant Society
and International Red Cross Museum, Geneva, 1984, pp. 76–86.

32 P. Boissier, above note 1, pp. 128–129; Ferdinando Palasciano, La neutralità dei feriti in tempo di guerra,
speech given at the Accademia Pontania in Naples on 28 April 1861, no editor indicated.

33 At the Conference in October 1863, Dr Löffler, chief medical officer of Prussia’s Fourth Army Corps and a
delegate of Prussia at this conference, pointed out this practice, but without giving any further details.
Following that meeting, Dr Brière unearthed four treaties concluded under the Ancien Régime for the
protection of field hospitals and medical posts (Secours aux blessés, Communication du Comité
international faisant suite au compte rendu de la Conférence internationale de Genève, Imprimerie Fick,
Geneva, 1864, pp. 30–33). A few years later, Dr Gurlt listed 291 treaties of that kind, the most recent of
which dated from 1800 (Dr E. Gurlt, Zur Geschichte der internationalen und freiwilligen Krankenpflege im
Kriege, Verlag F. C. W. Vogel, Leipzig, 1873). The Conference of October 1863 was obviously the starting
point for historical research that rescued those precedents from the oblivion into which they had fallen.

34 Inspector-General Lucien Baudens had noted that situation during the Crimean War and had described it
in an article published in Revue des Deux Mondes: ‘Une mission médicale à l’Armée d’Orient’, in Revue des
Deux Mondes, 27th year, 15 February 1857, pp. 881–882.

35 The Neapolitan doctor Ferdinando Palasciano had correctly analysed the situation in two communi-
cations, one of which had been presented at the Accademia Pontania and the other at a medical congress
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wounded if they were to avoid being taken captive and sharing the fate of the vast
numbers of prisoners of war. During the Italian campaign the Austrian doctors who
fell into the hands of the coalition forces were locked away in the Milan fortress.36

They would have been more useful if they had been able to assist their French
colleagues. That was the disastrous situation that Dunant had witnessed in Solferino
and described in his book. That was the starting point.

To respond to this state of affairs, Dunant’s idea was to establish volunteer
relief societies that would rely on private support. So that they would be ready to act
when needed, the societies would be set up on a permanent basis during peacetime.
They would not wait for hostilities to start before establishing relations with the
military authorities because the authorities would then be too busy fighting the war
to discuss other matters. Governments had therefore to be associated with efforts to
help the wounded from the outset. The main tasks of the societies would be to
recruit and to instruct volunteer nurses, who would be available in times of conflict
to provide support for their country’s army medical corps and, if the situation arose,
for the medical personnel of a belligerent country if the nurses’ country of origin
remained uninvolved in the conflict. If war broke out, the societies would send their
volunteer nursing staff to follow the armies. This staff would place themselves at the
disposal of the military commanders whenever they were needed. They would care
for the wounded of all sides without distinction.37 To be able to work safely and
effectively, the volunteers had to be recognizable. They therefore had to be given a
distinctive sign:

a badge, uniform or armlet might usefully be adopted, so that the bearers
of such distinctive and universally adopted insignia would be given due
recognition.38

But that was not enough. What point was there in sending volunteer nurses after the
armies if medical personnel were exposed to enemy fire and if supplies could be

in Lyon; in those publications he advocated recognizing the principle of the neutrality of wounded soldiers
(F. Palasciano, above note 32; Ferdinando Palasciano, De la neutralisation des blessés en temps de guerre et
de ses conséquences thérapeutiques, paper presented at the meeting held on 1 October 1864 at the Medical
Congress in Lyon, Imprimerie d’Aimé Vingtrinier, Lyon, 1864). Nonetheless, Palasciano did not
understand – even after the Geneva Convention (the authorship of which he unjustifiably claimed) had
been adopted – that recognizing the neutrality of the wounded would be ineffective unless the neutrality of
the military medical corps was also recognized.

36 P. Boissier, above note 1, p. 29.
37 Minutes of the meeting of 17 February 1863, English translation published in IRRC, No. 23, February

1963, pp. 63–65; Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, 17 février
1863 – 28 août 1914, edited by Jean-François Pitteloud with the collaboration of Caroline Barnes and
Françoise Dubosson, ICRC and Henry Dunant Society, Geneva, 1999, pp. 16–19. The notebook
containing the minutes of the first seven meetings of the ICRC was found among Henry Dunant’s papers
after his death and was given to the ICRC by his nephew, Maurice Dunant, who was also the executor of
his will. Those minutes were published by Jean Pictet under the title ‘The foundation of the Red Cross:
Some important documents’, in IRRC, No. 23, February 1963, pp. 60–75, and by Jean-François Pitteloud
in the aforementioned volume of the minutes of the ICRC, pp. 15–29. The minutes of the first six meetings
are in Dunant’s handwriting; the minutes of the seventh meeting were written by Moynier. The minutes of
the meeting of 17 February 1863 are appended to the present article.

38 IRRC, No. 23, February 1963, p. 64; Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge,
above note 37, p. 18.
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seized and diverted? Medical personnel and the volunteer nurses had to be shielded
from the fighting.

The five founding members seemed to agree on everything: on the fact that
the small drafting committee set up by the Geneva Public Welfare Society was to be
established as the Permanent International Committee for the Relief of Wounded
Soldiers, without – of course – consulting those who had given it its brief; on the
appointment of General Dufour as its president, of Moynier as the vice-president,
and of Dunant as the new organization’s secretary; on the organizational structure
of the future relief societies; on their dealings with the military authorities; on a
uniform distinctive emblem – the same in every country – to designate the volunteer
nurses, etc. However, a careful reading of the minutes of the meeting shows that
there was at least one point on which agreement had not been reached. The last
paragraph of the minutes states:

Finally, Mr Dunant particularly underlined the hope he expressed in his
book A Memory of Solferino: that the civilized Powers would subscribe to an
inviolable, international principle that would be guaranteed and consecrated in
a kind of concordat between Governments, thus serving as a safeguard for
all official or unofficial persons devoting themselves to the relief of victims
of war.39

What was at stake was the principle of legal protection for the members of the
medical corps and the volunteer nurses on the battlefield. Although the minutes of
the meeting do not say so, the impression is that, on that point, Dunant was on his
own. Had he obtained the support of his colleagues on that crucial matter, it was
unlikely that Dunant, who was keeping the minutes, would have failed to note it.
Here was the first source of friction, the first blemish – barely perceptible at the time
but with consequences that would not fail to become apparent later on.

As Dunant went back to Paris to attend to his Algerian business affairs,
nothing of significance happened for the next five months. The Committee held its
third meeting on 25 August 1863. It started with a thunderbolt: Moynier announced
that the international welfare congress that was to be held in Berlin in September
would not take place. However, he immediately suggested, with Dunant’s backing,
that the Committee convene its own congress in Geneva.40

The Committee agreed and instructed Moynier and Dunant to write
letters of invitation and to finalize the ‘draft concordat’ which had been prepared
by Dunant and which laid the foundations of the future relief societies. On
1 September, the letters of invitation, accompanied by the draft concordat finalized

39 IRRC, No. 23, February 1963, p. 65 (revised translation); Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité
international de la Croix-Rouge, above note 37, p. 19.

40 Minutes of the meeting of 25 August 1863, English translation published in IRRC, No. 23, February 1963,
pp. 69–70; Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, above note 37, pp. 23–
24. At the International Welfare Congress in London (1862), Moynier announced that the Geneva Public
Welfare Society would be willing to host the next congress in Geneva. See J. de Senarclens, above note 22,
p. 82.
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by Moynier and Dunant, were dispatched.41 It was expected that the draft concordat
would form the basis for the deliberations of the planned international conference.42

Was agreement easily reached on the content of the draft concordat?
Probably, but at what price? The idea – dear to Dunant – of ensuring the neutrality
of the volunteer nurses and of the military medical personnel was not included in
the circular of 1 September or in the draft concordat.

As there were eight weeks before the start of the congress, Dunant
took advantage of the time to travel to Berlin, at the invitation of his friend
Dr Johan-Christian Basting, the chief medical officer in the Dutch army. An
impenitent Calvinist and Pietist like Dunant himself, Basting had translated
AMemory of Solferino into Dutch. Berlin was hosting a meeting of the International
Statistical Congress –with the participation of the leading military physicians of
the time.43

Thanks to Dr Basting’s support, Dunant was able to attend the
International Statistical Congress. The two men wrote a speech that Basting gave
to the fourth section of the congress, which was attended by military doctors.44 Was
Dunant given the support of those military doctors as he claimed? That is not
certain.45

In any event, Dunant took advantage of the occasion to have a new circular
printed in Berlin on behalf of the Geneva Committee – but without having
consulted his colleagues. In it he broadened the scope of the October conference and
suggested that the matter of granting neutral status to the army medical corps be
also discussed: ‘The Geneva Committee proposes . . . The Geneva Committee
requests . . .’. The approach was admittedly somewhat cavalier. The circular was
dispatched from Berlin on 15 September.46

41 The circular of 1 September 1863 and the draft concordat were reproduced in Compte rendu de la
Conférence internationale réunie à Genève les 26, 27, 28 et 29 octobre 1863 pour étudier les moyens de
pourvoir à l’insuffisance du service sanitaire dans les armées en campagne (excerpt from Bulletin No. 24 of
the Geneva Public Welfare Society), Imprimerie Jules-Guillaume Fick, Geneva, 1863 (hereinafter: Compte
rendu . . . 1863), pp. 1–2 and 14–16, and in Actes du Comité international de Secours aux Militaires blessés,
Imprimerie Soullier et Wirth, Geneva, 1871 (hereinafter: Actes du Comité international, 1871), pp. 1–4.

42 Minutes of the meeting of 25 August 1863, English translation published in IRRC, No. 23, February 1963,
pp. 69–70; Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, above note 37,
pp. 23–24.

43 One might wonder what interest mid-nineteenth-century military doctors had in statistics. However,
at that time, doctors had none of the diagnostic instruments on which their successors rely today.
Moreover, this was before the discoveries of Pasteur, meaning that the causes and spread of infection were
not understood. Statistics were therefore practically the only basis upon which doctors could determine
which treatment offered the best prospects of a cure. The fourth section of the congress therefore
addressed the topic of comparative statistics of health and mortality among civilians and the military
forces. The Federal Council had invited Gustave Moynier, who was probably the main promoter of the
Swiss Statistical Society before becoming its first chairman, to represent the Swiss Confederation at that
congress; however, Moynier declined because his wife was about to give birth to their third child.

44 Letters of 13, 15 and 17 September 1863 from Henry Dunant to Gustave Moynier, ICRC Archives, A AF
20/1-3, file ‘Comité international 1863–1880’; H. Dunant, above note 7, pp. 75–78.

45 C. Chaponnière, above note 9, pp. 144–146.
46 Actes du Comité international, 1871, above note 41, pp. 5–6. According to what he wrote to Moynier on

15 September 1863, Dunant had 500 copies of that circular printed and a large number of them were
distributed immediately (ICRC Archives, A AF 20/1-3, above note 44).
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On the return journey, Dunant stopped in Dresden, Vienna, Munich,
Stuttgart, Darmstadt, and Karlsruhe. In each city he was given a princely welcome.
His book opened every door. He took advantage of the situation to plead the cause
of the wounded and that of granting neutrality to the medical services, and to make
sure that the various German states were going to accept the Committee’s
invitation.47

He arrived back in Geneva on 19 October, probably feeling very pleased
with the results of his trip. His colleagues gathered to hear what he had to say.
No doubt, they would congratulate him. That is where he was mistaken. The
Committee members had first learned of the Berlin circular on opening their
correspondence and the news had obviously stuck in their throats.48 The minutes of
the meeting held on 20 October note:

After the Statistical Congress, Mr Dunant had thought it wise to print, at his
own expense, a new circular dated September 15, in which neutral status was
requested for the wounded, ambulances, hospitals, medical corps and officially
recognized voluntary relief services.49

Had one of his colleagues voiced a word of approval, Dunant, who wrote the
minutes, would not have failed to record it. ‘We thought you were asking the
impossible’, Moynier told him drily.50 As it was too late to withdraw that
unfortunate circular, the Committee decided to ignore it. In any case, the delegates
were already on their way to Geneva.

The Geneva International Conference to Study Ways of Overcoming the
Inadequacy of Army Medical Services in the Field was opened by General Dufour
on 26 October 1863 at the Palais de l’Athénée. It was attended by thirty-six people,
eighteen of whom had been sent as delegates ad audiendum et ad referendum by
fourteen governments; six delegates represented various charitable organizations;
seven people were there in a private capacity; and of course the five members of the
Geneva Committee were also present.51

The hybrid nature of the group should not be considered odd. In fact, it was
inherent in the nature of the Geneva Committee’s undertaking, since the objective
was not to create a new branch of the bureaucracy in each country but to establish
relief societies that would mobilize private resources. Nonetheless, the societies

47 Letters of 4, 12 and 18 October 1863 from Henry Dunant to Gustave Moynier, ICRC Archives,
A AF 20/1-3, above note 44; H. Dunant, above note 7, pp. 83–89; C. Chaponnière, above note 9,
pp. 153–157. As Dunant’s travels in Germany predate the creation of the German Empire, Saxony,
Bavaria, the Grand Duchy of Baden, Württemberg, Hesse, etc., were still sovereign states.

48 The ICRC Archives have preserved a note from Dr Maunoir to Gustave Moynier, dated 28 September
1863, which reveals a great deal about his indignation.

49 Minutes of the meeting of 20 October 1863, English translation (revised) published in IRRC, No. 23,
February 1963, p. 71; Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, above note 37,
pp. 24–25.

50 H. Dunant, above note 7, p. 91.
51 Compte rendu . . . 1863, above note 41, pp. 16–20; Actes du Comité international, 1871, above note 41,

p. 18.
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could not send volunteer nursing staff to the front without the protection of their
respective governments. As the support of those governments had to be requested
in advance in peacetime, they had to be associated with the undertaking from the
start. That explains the mixture of public and private participation at the 1863
Conference. Indeed, all International Red Cross and Red Crescent Conferences since
1863 have been attended by delegations from the National Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies, as well as by representatives of the states party to the Geneva
Conventions.52

After making a welcome speech, General Dufour handed the chair to
Moynier, who elaborated on the draft prepared by the Geneva Committee. Dunant
was appointed secretary of the meeting. The Conference adopted the draft
concordat prepared by the Geneva Committee as the basis for its discussion.
The general debate centred on the organization of the national committees and,
in particular, on the feasibility of sending volunteer nurses to follow the armies.
Very divergent opinions emerged during the debate: some participants, especially
Dr Basting, the delegate from the Netherlands, and Dr Löffler, the Prussian delegate,
were enthusiastic.53 Dr Rutherford, the United Kingdom delegate, had reservations.
In his view, it was the responsibility of the states, and of them alone, to take care
of those wounded in war; what was needed was a reform of the military medical
corps, rather than the creation of relief societies which would let governments off
lightly.54 At the time, England was the only nation to have a medical corps worthy of
that name. The lessons of the Crimean War (1854–1856) and the example set by
Florence Nightingale had borne fruit. As for the French delegates – the deputy
quartermaster-general de Préval and Dr Boudier – they were resolutely hostile: there
should be no civilians on the battlefield. As they saw it, the volunteer nurses would
not be able to withstand the rigours of military campaigns and they would never be
at the right place when they were needed. Mules were all that was required. They
would be far more useful than volunteer nurses to collect the wounded when the
fighting was over. ‘Mules, mules, that is the Gordian knot in this matter!’ Dr Boudier
exclaimed in a flight of eloquence deserving of a better aim.55 After those
observations, the Geneva Committee’s undertaking looked as if it were doomed.
Two doctors were to save the situation: Dr Maunoir, who skilfully demolished
the objections raised by the French delegates by recalling the stark denial which

52 Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, adopted by the Twenty-Fifth
International Conference of the Red Cross, meeting in Geneva in October 1986, Article 9, in IRRC, No.
256, January–February 1987, p. 37; Handbook of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement,
14th edition, International Committee of the Red Cross and International Federation of Red Cross and
Red Crescent Societies, Geneva, 2008, p. 527; Richard Perruchoud, Les résolutions des Conférences
internationales de la Croix-Rouge, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1979, in particular pp. 45–49;
François Bugnion, ‘The International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent: challenges, key
issues and achievements’, in IRRC, No. 876, December 2009, pp. 675–712, in particular pp. 676–688.

53 Compte rendu . . . 1863, above note 41, pp. 33–38.
54 Ibid., pp. 57–58.
55 Ibid., pp. 50–55 and 60–70, in particular p. 70. The supreme advantage was that mules were not likely to

come up with the ludicrous idea of reporting on the unfathomable incompetence of the Quartermaster-
General’s Office, which was in charge of the medical service.

Volume 94 Number 888 Winter 2012

1317
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1816383113000088 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1816383113000088


the quartermaster-general’s claims received at Solferino, and Dr Basting, who
contrasted Dunant’s experience with the French delegates’ gloomy predictions:

Mr Dunant also has some experience of the things we are discussing, as he
himself tried to provide relief for the wounded members of the French army
after the Battle of Solferino . . . He is not presenting us with a desk-based theory
but with facts.56

The Conference then proceeded to scrutinize, one article at a time, the draft con-
cordat prepared by the Geneva Committee and adopted it with some slight editorial
adjustments that had no impact on its content. The Conference was thus drawing to
a close without any discussion of the Berlin proposals. However, that was to reckon
without the vigilant Dr Basting, who laid bare a serious misunderstanding. When
Basting asked Moynier when he planned to open the discussion on the Berlin
proposals, Moynier replied that the Geneva Committee had not envisaged debating
those points. To which Basting replied that ‘he feared that the honourable Geneva
Committee had not really understood why the delegates had taken up its invitation’.
He recalled the support of the Berlin congress and stressed that granting neutrality
to the medical services was the very matter in which the governments were most
interested.57

As the secretary to the conference, Dunant could not take part in the
debates. Did he use Dr Basting to launch a discussion of an idea that was very dear
to his heart but which his colleagues on the Geneva Committee would have
preferred not to raise because they thought it a pipe dream? We will probably never
know. But is it possible that his colleagues thought nothing of the kind?

Whatever the case may be, the misunderstanding was clear. The Geneva
Committee wanted to avoid discussing the Berlin proposals because it feared that
they would be unacceptable to the government delegates, whereas it was those very
proposals that most interested those delegates – especially, the military doctors.
Indeed, those doctors knew better than the members of the Geneva Committee how
many doctors, nurses and stretcher-bearers were killed during battle, which did not
benefit anyone as they were not combatants.

To be fair to Moynier, as soon as his mistake became clear, he became, like
Dunant, a fervent advocate of the principle of granting neutrality to the medical
services.58 He chaired the Conference with great skill. After four days of
deliberations, the Conference adopted ten resolutions that laid the foundations of
the future Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.

56 Ibid., p. 70.
57 Ibid., pp. 112–114.
58 Moynier was later to stress the interdependence between the relief societies and neutral status for the

medical services. He wrote of the 1863 Conference: ‘. . . it regarded the abolition of old customs, and the
granting of juridical protection to all sanitary services, as an indispensable condition of success for relief
societies. It had reason to fear that if all the personnel as well as material provided by private benevolence
were incessantly liable to be appropriated by an enemy and diverted from its proper destination, the most
enthusiastic philanthropy would become weary of bringing tribute to this new Danaïdes’ vessel’, in
Gustave Moynier, The Red Cross, its Past and its Future, above note 27 (revised translation), p. 26.
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Resolutions of the Geneva International Conference of 1863

Article 1. Each country shall have a Committee whose duty it shall be, in time
of war and if the need arises, to assist the Army Medical Services by every means
in its power. . . .

Article 2. An unlimited number of Sections may be formed to assist the
Committee, which shall be the central directing body.

Article 3. Each Committee shall get in touch with the Government of its
country, so that its services may be accepted should the occasion arise.

Article 4. In peacetime, the Committees and Sections shall take steps to
ensure their real usefulness in time of war, especially by preparing material
relief of all sorts and by seeking to train and instruct voluntary medical
personnel.

Article 5. In time of war, the Committees of belligerent nations shall supply
relief to their respective armies as far as their means permit; in particular, they
shall organize voluntary personnel and place them on an active footing and, in
agreement with the military authorities, shall have premises made for the care of
the wounded.
They may call for assistance upon the Committees of neutral countries.

Article 6. On the request or with the consent of the military authorities,
Committees may send voluntary medical personnel to the battlefield where they
shall be placed under military command.

Article 7. Voluntary medical personnel attached to armies shall be supplied by
the respective Committees with everything necessary for their upkeep.

Article 8. They shall wear in all countries, as a uniform distinctive sign, a white
armlet with a red cross.

Article 9. The Committees and Sections of different countries may meet in
international assemblies to communicate the results of their experience and to
agree on measures to be taken in the interests of the work.

Article 10. The exchange of communications between the Committees of the
various countries shall be made for the time being through the intermediary of
the Geneva Committee.

Thanks to Dr Basting’s insistence, the Conference also debated the neutrality of
medical services. However, considering that it was not qualified to adopt resolutions
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in that regard, it confined itself to adopting three recommendations directed at
governments:

A. that Governments should extend their patronage to Relief Committees
which may be formed, and facilitate as far as possible the accomplishment of their
tasks;

B. that in time of war the belligerent nations should proclaim the neutrality of
ambulances and military hospitals, and that neutrality should likewise be
recognized, fully and absolutely, in respect of official medical personnel, voluntary
medical personnel, inhabitants of the country who go to the relief of the wounded,
and the wounded themselves;

C. that a uniform distinctive sign be recognized for the Medical Corps of all
armies, or at least for all persons of the same army belonging to this Service; and
that a uniform flag also be adopted in all countries for ambulances and
hospitals.59

The resolutions of the Constitutive Conference of October 1863 laid for more than
sixty years the statutory foundations of the International Red Cross. In fact, it was
not until the end of the First World War and the creation of the League of Red Cross
Societies60 that it was decided to give the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement a more complete statutory framework. Several years of negotiations
resulted in the Statutes of the International Red Cross, which were adopted by the
Thirteenth International Conference of the Red Cross meeting in The Hague in
October 1928.61 Until then, the resolutions of the October 1863 Conference were
the Movement’s fundamental charter. The resolutions and recommendations of the
October 1863 Conference thus constituted, as it were, the birth certificate of
the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. As ICRC historian Pierre
Boissier wrote:

The resolutions and recommendations adopted at the conference of October
1863 constitute the fundamental charter for the relief of persons wounded in
war. They are among the few fundamental texts which have positively
influenced the destiny of man. They have not eliminated war but they have
diminished its hold over man and have deprived it of innumerable victims.
In the great book of humanity, it pleads in favour of the human being.62

59 Compte rendu . . . 1863, above note 41, pp. 147–149; Handbook of the International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement, above note 52, pp. 515–516; Dietrich Schindler and Jirí Toman (eds), The Laws of
Armed Conflicts: A Collection of Conventions, Resolutions and Other Documents, 4th edition, Martinus
Nijhoff Publishers, Leiden & Boston, 2004, pp. 361–363.

60 Now the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.
61 Statutes of the International Red Cross, adopted by the Thirteenth International Conference of the Red

Cross meeting in The Hague, October 1928, Treizième Conférence internationale de la Croix-Rouge tenue
à La Haye du 23 au 27 octobre 1928, Compte rendu, Imprimerie nationale, The Hague, 1929, pp. 182–186.
Those Statutes were revised by the Eighteenth International Conference, which met in Toronto in 1952,
and then by the Twenty-Fifth Conference, which met in Geneva in 1986.

62 P. Boissier, above note 1, p. 80.
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At the closing meeting of the Conference, the delegates, conscious of the importance
of the resolutions that they had just adopted and convinced of the ‘immense
resonance that the measures planned by the conference [would] have in all
countries’, adopted by acclamation a motion presented by Dr Basting, which paid
tribute to the initiatives of Dunant and Moynier:

Mr Henry Dunant, by bringing about through his persevering efforts the
international study of the means to be applied for the effective assistance of
the wounded on the battlefield, and the Public Welfare Society of Geneva, by its
support for the generous impulse of which Mr Henry Dunant has been the
spokesman, have done mankind a great service and have fully merited universal
gratitude.63

From the founding of the Red Cross to the original
Geneva Convention

‘The Committee has every reason to be pleased with the favourable achievements
of the conference’ is the sober statement in the minutes of the meeting of the
International Committee held on 9 November 1863.64 In fact, it was a complete
success as the conclusions of the conference far exceeded the expectations of the
Committee members.

However, the good intentions still had to be translated into deeds. In
response to a proposal by Moynier, the Committee decided to send a letter to the
delegates who had taken part in the conference to encourage them to set up national
committees in their respective countries and to ask them to inform the Geneva
Committee of the extent to which their governments were willing to adhere to the
resolutions and to the recommendations of the conference. The letter was sent on
15 November 1863.65 In the following months, the first National Societies were
established in Württemberg, in the Grand Duchy of Oldenburg, in Belgium, and
in Prussia. In the following year, a National Society was established in Italy.66

Having returned to Paris, Dunant was the primary founder of the French Red
Cross.67

At the same time, the Recommendations of the Constitutive Conference
of October 1863 had to be codified into a rule of law that would be binding on
the states that accepted it. A diplomatic conference therefore had to be convened.
The Geneva Committee, a simple association established on the basis of a

63 Compte rendu . . . 1863, above note 41, p. 145; P. Boissier, above note 1, p. 81.
64 Minutes of the meeting of 9 November 1863, in IRRC, No. 23, February 1963, p. 71 (revised translation);

Procès-verbaux des séances du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, above note 37, p. 25.
65 Minutes of the meeting of 9 November 1863, above note 64, pp. 71–72; Procès-verbaux des séances du

Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, above note 37, pp. 25–26; circular of 15 November 1863 and
communication of 15 June 1864, Actes du Comité international, 1871, above note 41, pp. 9–10 and 17–36.

66 P. Boissier, above note 1, pp. 87–89.
67 H. Dunant, above note 7, pp. 131–140; C. Chaponnière, above note 9, p. 177.
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private initiative, did not consider that it was qualified to convene a conference of
plenipotentiaries. A government that was willing to take on the task was needed, and
that issue seems to have been a new source of friction between Dunant and his
colleagues. Dunant, an impenitent Bonapartist, was convinced that the patronage
of France, the dominant continental power since her victories in the Crimea and
in Italy, was indispensable to the success of the diplomatic conference. His
colleagues –Dufour and Moynier, in particular – considered that it would be
preferable for the conference to be held under the auspices of Switzerland and
wanted the Federal Council to send the invitations.68

In the end, as the Committee wanted the diplomatic conference to take
place in Geneva, the French Foreign Ministry tossed the ball back into the court of
the Federal Council, but promised its support:

As the meeting will take place within the Swiss Confederation, diplomatic usage
dictates that the official invitations to the various governments should be
addressed by the Federal Council.69

In the meantime, however, an obscure dynastic dispute over Schleswig triggered
a war that pitted Denmark against Prussia and Austria. On 1 February 1864 the
Austro-Prussian armies crossed the Eider and began their invasion of Denmark.
Prima facie, that situation did not directly affect the Geneva Committee as, in
accordance with the terms of the Resolutions adopted by the October 1863
Conference, it was the remit of the National Committees – and not of the
International Committee – to provide relief for the wounded on the battlefield.
Nonetheless, the opportunity to demonstrate on the field of battle the feasibility of
the Geneva Committee’s proposals was too good to miss.

At its meeting on 13 March 1864, the Committee decided – ‘if we [are] to
preserve our character as an impartial and international body’ – to send two
delegates to Schleswig, one to the Danish side, and another to the side of the
Austro-Prussian allies. It appointed to that task Captain van de Velde, a delegate
sent by the Netherlands to the October 1863 Conference, and Dr Appia, a member
of the Geneva Committee.70 Concerned not to encroach on the competencies of
others, the Committee thought it wise to instigate the establishment of a Geneva Red
Cross Section that would take responsibility for sending those delegates – thus
sowing the seed of a future Swiss Red Cross Society.71 Their mandate required

68 P. Boissier, above note 1, pp. 103–114; C. Chaponnière, above note 9, pp. 167–171 and 174–182 ; J. de
Senarclens, above note 22, pp. 199–203.

69 Letter from Mr Drouyn de Lhuys, French Foreign Minister, to Dr Kern, Minister of the Swiss
Confederation in Paris, 21 May 1864, authenticated copy, ICRC Archives, historical collection, file
‘Correspondance avec la France, 1863–1870’; P. Boissier, above note 1, p. 109.

70 Meeting of 13 March 1864, in IRRC, No. 23, February 1963, pp. 72–73; Procès-verbaux des séances du
Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, above note 37, pp. 26–27.

71 Meeting of the Geneva Section, 17 March 1864, in IRRC, No. 23, February 1963, p. 74; Procès-verbaux des
séances du Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, above note 37, pp. 28–29. The intervention of the
International Committee explains what might appear an anomaly: the fact that the Geneva section was
founded before the Swiss Red Cross, which was not established until 1866.
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them ‘to give whatever help they could to the wounded and, by so doing, to show
the Committee’s keen interest in the fate of victims of war’ and, in particular,
‘to examine, on the spot, how the decisions of the Geneva Conference were being,
or might be, implemented’.72 In fact, the two delegates harvested a significant
number of observations. On the delegates’ return, the Geneva Committee hastened
to publish their reports in a volume entitled Secours aux blessés (Relief for the
Wounded). That volume also included a study by Dr Brière, a divisional doctor
in the Swiss army and a Swiss delegate at the October 1863 Conference, who
had just unearthed four treaties concluded under the Ancien Régime for the
protection of hospitals and medical services on the battlefield; it also included a
study by Dr Maunoir on the remarkable work carried out by the Sanitary
Commission – a voluntary relief organization – on behalf of the victims of the
American Civil War.73

Why assemble those four documents, at first glance so dissimilar, in one
volume? The link between them is sufficiently clear: what they have in common is
an apologetic objective; to use specific examples from the past and the present to
show that voluntary assistance and legal protection of the military medical services
on the battlefield was not just wishful thinking.

The Geneva Committee was preparing to play a difficult game. Following
up on the request of the Geneva Committee and bolstered by the diplomatic support
of France, the Federal Council sent an invitation on 6 June 1864 to all the
governments of Europe (including the Ottoman Empire), as well as to the United
States of America, Brazil, and Mexico.74 It enclosed a draft convention prepared
by the Geneva Committee – in reality, by Moynier and General Dufour. At the
forthcoming conference, the Committee would not be dealing with a heterogeneous
assembly, composed in part, as in 1863, of philanthropists who could be expected to
be well intentioned, but with a gathering of diplomats concerned for the interests of
their own governments.

The Diplomatic Conference took place from 8 to 22 August 1864 at Geneva
Town Hall and was attended by delegates from sixteen states.75

72 Secours aux Blessés, above note 33, p. 45; mandate of Captain van de Velde, 22 March 1864, ICRC
Archives, file ‘Comité international, 1863–1880’.

73 Secours aux Blessés, above note 33, pp. 30–33 (Study by Dr Brière), pp. 45–144 (Report by Dr Appia),
pp. 145–177 (Report by Captain van de Velde), and pp. 179–187 (Note on relief work in the United States
of America by Dr Th. Maunoir).

74 Letter from the International Committee to the Federal Council, 26 May 1864, Actes du Comité
international, 1871, above note 41, pp. 15–16;Message du Conseil fédéral à l’Assemblée fédérale touchant la
convention conclue à Genève pour l’amélioration du sort des militaires blessés dans les armées en campagne,
Federal Chancellery, Berne, 21 September 1864, pp. 3–4.

75 Compte rendu de la Conférence internationale pour la Neutralisation du Service de Santé militaire en
Campagne, réunie à Genève du 8 au 22 août 1864 (hereinafter: Compte rendu . . . 1864). A manuscript
version of the proceedings is held by the ICRC library; it is reproduced (in French) in De Martens,
Nouveau Recueil général de Traités, Vol. XX, pp. 375–399, and in the Revue internationale de la Croix-
Rouge, No. 425, May 1954, pp. 416–423; No. 426, June 1954, pp. 483–498; and No. 427, July 1954,
pp. 573–586.
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General Dufour and Gustave Moynier took part as Swiss delegates.76 As the
senior representative of the state hosting the conference, Dufour was appointed as
chairman, but he called on the support of Gustave Moynier who, as the main writer
of the draft treaty, was in a better position than anyone else to advise him and to
explain the content of the different articles to the delegates. The other members of
the International Committee were authorized to follow the work of the Conference
‘but merely as observers, without the right to speak or vote’.77

That Diplomatic Conference was unlike any other: its purpose was not to
reach a post-conflict settlement or to mediate between opposing interests, but to lay
down general rules for the future so as to protect the medical services and those
wounded in wartime. The report sent by the Swiss plenipotentiaries to the Federal
Council clearly shows the nature of the conference:

As is rarely the case at diplomatic congresses, there was no question of a
confrontation over contradictory interests, nor was it necessary to reconcile
opposing requests. Everyone was in agreement. The sole aim was to reach
formal agreement on a humanitarian principle which would mark a step
forward in the law of nations, namely the neutrality of wounded soldiers and of

Signature of the Geneva Convention of 22 August 1864 (painting by Armand Dumaresq,
displayed at Geneva Town Hall) © Photo Library ICRC (DR).

76 The Swiss delegation also included Dr Lehmann, doctor-in-chief of the federal army.
77 Compte rendu . . . 1864, above note 75, p. 10.
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all those looking after them. This was the wish expressed by the Conference of
October 1863 and the starting point for the 1864 Conference.78

The Diplomatic Conference adopted as the basis for discussion the draft convention
prepared by the International Committee.79 The only bone of contention concerned
the granting of neutral status to volunteer nursing staff sent to follow the armies
by the Societies for Relief to Wounded Soldiers, the future National Red Cross and
Red Crescent Societies. The French delegates said that they had no authority to sign
a convention mentioning volunteer nurses, while other delegates wanted to ensure
the neutrality of those nurses. In the end, the Conference adopted a compromise
solution: since volunteer nurses called to follow armies during military campaigns
would be subject to military discipline, they would be considered part of the military
medical corps; this would ensure their neutrality, although they were not specifically
mentioned in the Convention.80

The Geneva Convention was signed on 22 August 1864. No treaty has ever
had such an impact on relations between belligerents. It is as follows:

Convention for the amelioration of the condition of the wounded
in armies in the field

Article 1. Ambulances and military hospitals shall be recognized as neutral
and, as such, protected and respected by the belligerents as long as they
accommodate wounded and sick. . . .

Article 2. Hospital and ambulance personnel, including the quarter-master’s
staff, the medical, administrative and transport services, and the chaplains, shall
have the benefit of the same neutrality when on duty, and while there remain any
wounded to be brought in or assisted.

Article 3. The persons designated in the preceding Article may, even after
enemy occupation, continue to discharge their functions in the hospital or
ambulance with which they serve, or may withdraw to rejoin the units to which
they belong. . . .

Article 5. Inhabitants of the country who bring help to the wounded shall be
respected and shall remain free.
Generals of the belligerent Powers shall make it their duty to notify the

inhabitants of the appeal made to their humanity, and of the neutrality which
humane conduct will confer.

78 Le Congrès de Genève, Rapport adressé au Conseil fédéral par MM. Dufour, Moynier et Lehmann,
Plénipotentiaires de la Suisse, Imprimerie Fick, Geneva, 1864, p. 3. (The report is included in Actes du
Comité international, 1871, above note 41, pp. 44–49).

79 Compte rendu . . . 1864, above note 75, p. 9; Le Congrès de Genève, above note 78, p. 3.
80 Compte rendu . . . 1864, above note 75, pp. 10–12; P. Boissier, above note 1, pp. 139–165; Véronique

Harouel, Genève–Paris, 1863–1918: Le droit humanitaire en construction, Henry Dunant Society/ICRC/
French Red Cross, Geneva, 2003, pp. 79–105.
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The presence of any wounded combatant receiving shelter and care in a house
shall ensure its protection. An inhabitant who has given shelter to the wounded
shall be exempted from billeting and from a portion of such war contributions as
may be levied.

Article 6. Wounded or sick combatants, to whatever nation they may belong,
shall be collected and cared for.
Commanders-in-Chief may hand over immediately to the enemy outposts

enemy combatants wounded during an engagement, when circumstances allow
and subject to the agreement of both parties.
Those who, after their recovery, are recognized as being unfit for further service

shall be repatriated.
The others may likewise be sent back, on condition that they shall not again,

for the duration of hostilities, take up arms.
Evacuation parties, and the personnel conducting them, shall be considered as

being absolutely neutral.

Article 7. A distinctive and uniform flag shall be adopted for hospitals,
ambulances and evacuation parties. . . .
An armlet may also be worn by personnel enjoying neutrality but its issue shall

be left to the military authorities.
Both flag and armlet shall bear a red cross on a white ground.

Article 8. The implementing of the present Convention shall be arranged by the
Commanders-in-Chief of the belligerent armies following the instruction of their
respective Governments and in accordance with the general principles set forth in
this Convention.

Article 9. The High Contracting Parties have agreed to communicate the
present Convention with an invitation to accede thereto to Governments unable
to appoint Plenipotentiaries to the International Conference at Geneva. . . .

Article 10. The present Convention shall be ratified and the ratifications
exchanged at Berne, within the next four months, or sooner if possible.
In faith whereof, the respective Plenipotentiaries have signed the Convention

and thereto affixed their seals.

Done at Geneva, this twenty-second day of August, in the year one thousand
eight hundred and sixty-four.81

The Convention of 22 August 1864 was revised in 1906, 1929, and 1949. It was
supplemented by new treaties granting protection to hospital ships, prisoners of

81 Compte rendu . . . 1864, above note 75, Annexe B; Georg Friedrich De Martens,Nouveau Recueil général de
Traités, première série, Vol. XVIII, pp. 612–619; Handbook of the International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement, above note 52, pp. 21–22; The Laws of Armed Conflicts, above note 59, pp. 365–368.
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war, and civilians in wartime. As the first treaty that was adopted in peacetime to
protect the victims of wars to come, it marked the starting point of international
humanitarian law as it is known today.

At the time, the members of the Geneva Committee and the delegates who
took part in the 1864 Diplomatic Conference were convinced that they had written
ex nihilo a new chapter in the law of nations. In fact, as we know today, rules
intended to limit wartime violence have existed throughout history and in every
civilization. However, generally speaking, those rules were inspired by religion. That
was both their strength and their weakness – they were respected because they were
thought to have been dictated by the revered divinity and were thus respected by
adversaries from the same culture and with the same convictions. But when faced
with an adversary who did not belong to that cultural group, combatants would
often ignore such rules. We are familiar with the behaviour of the ancient Greeks
and the Romans in dealing with those whom they considered as ‘barbarians’ and
with the excesses of the Crusades.

By anchoring the protection of those wounded in war and of the military
medical services in positive law, that is, on the consent of states enshrined in a
convention, the International Committee and the Diplomatic Conference of 1864
took a decisive step forwards for humanity as they drafted and adopted
humanitarian rules that could be accepted universally.

Conclusion

Much ground was covered in just a few years after Solferino! Only five years
separated the battle and the adoption of the initial Geneva Convention; barely
two years passed between the publication of Dunant’s book and the Diplomatic
Conference. Dunant was able to turn the trauma of Solferino into a book –which
took his era by storm – and two ideas with an exceptional future: the Red Cross and
the Geneva Convention. Nonetheless, neither of those ideas would have come to
anything if Dunant had not had the help of four of his fellow citizens, who, with
him, formed the International Committee.

At its beginning, it was no more than an initiative committee, intended
to promote those ideas, but set to be dissolved as soon as they had been given
practical form: ‘We shall be content to have promoted an institution which will
gradually expand, and whose charitable work will certainly elicit universal support’,
Gustave Moynier stated when presenting the Committee’s proposals at the first
meeting of the October 1863 conference.82 That was echoed in Article 10 of the
Resolutions of that conference: ‘The exchange of communications between the
Committees of the various countries shall be made for the time being through
the intermediary of the Geneva Committee’. If there had been the least doubt about
how to interpret the words ‘for the time being’, that was dispelled by the report on

82 Compte rendu . . . 1863, above note 41, p. 10.
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that conference: ‘The provisional position of the Geneva Committee will cease when
the committees in other countries have been formed’, declared one of the
participants.83 Moreover, two documents dating from 1864 show that the members
of the Committee planned to disperse –with a sense of having done their
duty – once the treaty was adopted.84

It was expected that once the national committees had been set up, they
would start corresponding with each other directly rather than through the
intermediary of the Geneva Committee. It was also believed that the states party to
the future treaty would feel honour bound to comply with its provisions. Lastly,
it was thought that war was too trivial an affair to compromise the fine harmony that
seemed to prevail between the young relief societies. In a flush of optimism, the
editor of the Bulletin international des Sociétés de secours aux militaires blessés
wrote in July 1870:

The essentially international feature of the societies under the aegis of the Red
Cross is the spirit that moves them, the spirit of charity that causes them to
come to the rescue wherever blood is shed on a battlefield, and to feel as much
concern for wounded foreigners as for their own wounded countrymen. The
societies constitute a living protest against the savage patriotism that stifles any
feeling of pity for a suffering enemy. They are working to pull down barriers
condemned by the conscience of our times, barriers that fanaticism and
barbarity have raised and still too often strive to maintain between the members
of a single family, the human species.85

That was to harbour a number of illusions. From the very first days of the
Franco-Prussian war of 1870–1871 – the first conflict to which the Geneva
Convention applied – the young National Societies could be seen at each other’s
throats. Furthermore, the war led to the breakdown of diplomatic and postal
relations between the belligerent countries. The French Red Cross and the German
Societies asked the Geneva Committee to take charge of forwarding their
communications. Governments soon followed this stance.

That is how the Geneva Committee’s role as a neutral intermediary came
about – that is, not initially planned, but dictated by events. Paradoxically, that is
probably what has enabled the International Committee to weather a century and a
half of conflicts, including two world wars: its existence is not the outcome of
a predetermined plan, but the result of a need.

More generally, a piece was missing from the clever mechanism put in place
by the 1863 and 1864 conferences: a central body in charge of protecting the general

83 Ibid., p. 131.
84 Letter from Gustave Moynier to Henry Dunant, 1 June 1864 (ICRC Archives, A AF 20/1-3, file ‘Comité

international 1863–1880’) and ‘Appel aux amis genevois du Comité international’, 15 June 1864, (ICRC
Archives, A AF 21/3b, file ‘La Convention de 1864’).

85 ‘Du double caractère, national et international, des Sociétés de secours’, in Bulletin international des
Sociétés de secours aux militaires blessés, No. 4, July 1870, p. 160. Although the article was not signed, it
was written by Moynier.
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interests of the work and of maintaining its fundamental principles. Whatever the
proclaimed intentions, national bodies are inevitably absorbed by national tasks and
guided by national interests, which dictate their priorities. A complex international
movement with branches in all countries cannot survive without a central body
mandated to support the work of the national branches while remaining
independent from all of them. That is the role that the International Committee of
the Red Cross has played from the start, 150 years ago.
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Annex

Minutes of the first meeting of the International Committee for the Relief of
Wounded Soldiers (International Committee of the Red Cross), 17 February 1863.

Handwritten minutes taken by Dunant. © CICR/GASSMANN, Thierry. Page 1.
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Handwritten minutes taken by Dunant. © CICR/GASSMANN, Thierry. Page 2.
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Handwritten minutes taken by Dunant. © CICR/GASSMANN, Thierry. Page 3.
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Handwritten minutes taken by Dunant. © CICR/GASSMANN, Thierry. Page 4.
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Handwritten minutes taken by Dunant. © CICR/GASSMANN, Thierry. Page 5.
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Handwritten minutes taken by Dunant. © CICR/GASSMANN, Thierry. Page 6.
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Transcript of the Minutes of the first meeting of the International
Committee for the Relief of Wounded Soldiers (today:

International Committee of the Red Cross), 17 February 186386

International Committee for the Relief of the Wounded

Committee of the Society for the Relief of Combatants Wounded in Time of War

Meeting of the Committee held on February 17, 1863

Present: General Dufour, Doctor Théodore Maunoir, Mr Gustave Moynier,
President of the ‘Public Welfare Society’, Doctor Louis Appia and Mr J. Henry
Dunant.

Mr Moynier explained that the Geneva Public Welfare Society having
decided, at its meeting of February 9, 1863, to give serious consideration to the
suggestion made in the conclusions to the book entitled A Memory of Solferino, that
Relief Societies for wounded soldiers should be set up in peacetime, that a corps of
voluntary orderlies should be attached to belligerent armies, and having appointed
General Dufour and Messrs Maunoir, Moynier, Appia and Dunant as members of
the Committee charged with the preparation of a Memorandum on these matters
for submission to the Welfare Congress to be held in Berlin in September 1863, the
Committee was deemed to be duly constituted, all members being present.

He furthermore proposed, and Mr Dunant seconded, that the Committee
should declare itself constituted as ‘Permanent International Committee’.

The proposal was adopted unanimously. On a show of hands General
Dufour was elected President of the said Committee, which would thus continue to
exist as an International Committee for the Relief of Wounded in the Event of War,
after the mandate that it received from the Geneva Public Welfare Society had
expired.

The first task before us was to draw up the Memorandum to be presented
at Berlin.

In its conclusions, the said report should express the desire of the Geneva
Public Welfare Society that the Berlin Congress should:

1. lend its authority to the creation of such Committees throughout Europe;
2. undertake to submit this project to Governments through the good offices of

its members, and to request the support, opinions and advice of the said
Governments.

Furthermore, the report should enlarge upon the concept of Relief Societies for
wounded in time of war and present it to the public in such a way as to preclude all
possible objections.

86 Minutes of the meeting of 17 February 1863, above note 37, pp. 63–65; Procès-verbaux des séances du
Comité international de la Croix-Rouge, above note 37, pp. 16–19.
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We should first lay down general principles and then state what action
could be undertaken immediately in all European countries, whilst leaving each
country, district, and indeed town, free to organize itself according to its own wishes
and to pursue its work in the manner best suited to it.

General Dufour thought that the Memorandum should first state the need
for the unanimous consent of the sovereigns and peoples of Europe, and should
then determine the general line of action. Committees should be formed, rather
than Societies, but such Committees should be organized throughout Europe,
so that they might act simultaneously should war break out. Volunteer helpers were
required who would place themselves at the disposal of the general staffs; we did not
want to take the place of the Quartermaster’s Department or of the medical
orderlies. Finally, a badge, uniform or armlet might usefully be adopted, so that the
bearers of such distinctive and universally adopted insignia would be given due
recognition.

Dr Maunoir wished the question of international relief societies to be kept
in the public mind as much as possible, since it always takes time to bring an idea
home to the masses. It would be useful if the Committee ‘kept agitating’, if the
expression might be allowed, for the adoption of our ideas by all, both high and low,
by the rulers of Europe, no less than by the peoples.

Dr Appia thought that all documents likely to be of use should be procured,
and that we should get into touch with the supreme military commands in the
various countries.

Mr Moynier had already obtained documents from Paris which could be of
service to us.

Mr Dunant thought the report should make it perfectly clear to the public
that the present undertaking was not merely a matter of sending voluntary orderlies
to a battlefield; he would like it to be carefully explained to the public that the
question we had taken up was much wider in scope. It embraced the improve-
ment of means of transport for the wounded; the amendment of the military
hospital service; the general adoption of new methods of treating sick or wounded
soldiers; the establishment of a veritable museum for these appliances (which would
also be of benefit to civilian populations), and so on. In his opinion, the Committees
should be permanent and should always be guided by a true spirit of international
goodwill; they should facilitate the dispatch of relief supplies of various kinds,
resolve customs difficulties, prevent any sort of waste and misappropriation, and so
on. It was to be hoped that all European Sovereigns would take them under their
patronage.

Finally, Mr Dunant particularly underlined the hope he expressed in his
book A Memory of Solferino: that the civilized Powers would subscribe to an
inviolable, international principle that would be guaranteed and consecrated in a
kind of concordat between Governments, serving thus as a safeguard for all official
or unofficial persons devoting themselves to the relief of victims of war.

The Committee requested Mr Dunant to draw up the Memorandum, and
the latter asked members to supply him with written notes.
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The Committee, under the chairmanship of General Dufour, appointed
Mr Gustave Moynier vice-president and Mr Henry Dunant secretary.
The meeting then adjourned.

The present minutes approved.

J. Henry Dunant
Secretary
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