
The Red Cross
Its Relationship in Time and Age

The first, and still the chief, object of the Red Cross is to
mitigate the suffering caused by war.

Man, from earliest time, has sought to prevent war if possible,
and to mitigate its consequences when it does occur. By the "Truce
of God " first recorded in 1027, fighting, then recognised as the
occupation of a gentleman, was forbidden under ecclesiastical
sanctions, from Thursday morning to Sunday night. This is an
approach to the outlawing of war. Still older, dating from the
Council of Charroux in 980, was the " Peace of God " which declared
inviolable during war, the persons of peasants, merchants, and
pilgrims and especially of priests, monks and nuns—on whose care
the wounded and sick depended at that time. Here in the creation
of a specially protected class in the midst of war, is the essential
principle of the Red Cross Conventions. Both the " Truce " and
the " Peace " owed their effectiveness to the existence of an outside
body—the Church—to which both combatants owed allegiance.

The humane treatment of those stricken by war, whether
friendly or hostile, is cardinal to the great mediaeval ideals of the
warrior and the Christian, which are called chivalry.
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By the middle of the 16th century, the breakdown of mediaeval
order had left the world without any international authority
sufficiently widely recognised to be capable of imposing hmits in
the conduct of war. Any mitigation of the rigours of war, for the
purpose of rendering aid to the wounded, could only be brought
about by specific agreement between belligerents before the
campaign started, or between individual commanders. Beginning
with a convention concluded during the siege of Tournai in 1581,
some 300 of these agreements have been traced, some of them,
within their limits of time and place, conferring greater privileges
upon the service of the wounded and sick than international law
confers upon the Red Cross even today.

An outstanding instance is the Treaty of Frankfurt in 1742
between the parties of the War of the Austrian Succession. This
remarkable document provides that neither the sick, surgeons,
chaplains or guards left with them in hospitals should be made
prisoners of war, while wounded who might be captured should be
returned on parole not to serve again.

At the same time the surgeons, the nurses, the healers, had
sought some symbol of protection under which they could carry
on their work free from armed or other intervention. In earlier
times, the monks and nuns had nursed under the protection of the
church with the cross as their symbol. That great and noble Order
of the Knights of the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem also chose
a cross, the pointed one we all know so well today. By coincidence
or design others chose the symbol of the cross, and it is recorded
during the reign of Henry the Eighth that in the Channel Isles
where there was an outbreak of plague, the houses where victims
lay were marked upon the wall or door with a silver cross, and all
who nursed the sick bore a Red Cross on their right shoulder.

So the way was paved in 1859 in the evolution of civilisation
for the advent of that noble man, the Swiss citizen, Henry Dunant,
who inspired the international institution we know as the Red
Cross.

You are all familiar with the story of the Battle of Solferino,
how Dunant surveying the scene of carnage and suffering, was so
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moved he wrought with might and main to bring succour to the
wounded and dying: how his leadership inspired others to help;
and although he could have returned to his homeland knowing
he had discharged a great humanitarian duty, he was so moved
by what he had seen he devoted his life and fortune to making
others aware of the appalling truths and seeking international aid
and agreements.

International delegates met in 1863 as a result of Dunant's
efforts and agreed to meet in 1864 with power to conclude a binding
convention. Before they met, however, the emblem adopted as a
symbol, viz : The Red Cross on the white ground—made its first
appearance on a battlefield during the short war levied against
Denmark by Austria and Prussia. This emblem although it had no
standing in international law was respected by both combatants.
It should be pointed out, however, that today the emblem, which
is universal, has no religious significance and has also been adopted
by countries not professing the Christian faith.

From this small beginning has grown the great humanitarian
society we know as the Red Cross. Today it is recognised every-
where on the face of the globe and has 90 national Societies, with
a total of more than 150 million members, all devoted to the
service of mankind.

The Treaty of Paris in November, 1815, laid down that it was
in the interest of all nations that the Swiss Confederation should
enjoy the privilege of perpetual neutrality. This privilege has
always been respected, and the International Committee of the
Red Cross, aloof from the feuds of Europe and elsewhere, carries
on its great formative work.

Today we have 4 great conventions each the result of experience
gained from world or other conflict, and based on the mitigation
and relief of suffering. These Conventions adopted on the
12th August 1949, follow closely the principles of chivalry, and in
addition have adapted the great ideals to modern concepts.

I do not intend to discuss fully here these Conventions, as each
in itself is a great document of international humanitarian Law
and agreement. But any study of these conventions reveals the

339



great thought and experience that have gone into the making of
them, and particularly the 4th Convention—relative to the Pro-
tection of Civilian Persons in Time of War—for this is the result
of the depth of feeling stirred in all mankind by the treatment of
common peoples during the Abyssinian War, the Spanish Civil
War and the 1939-45 World War. This document covers the expe-
riences of such tragedies.

You may think I have dwelt too long on the application of
man's ideals and interpretation of those ideals in times of war but
may I remind you that War, man's own creation, usually is of
longer duration than natural phenomena, and consequently
creates more hardship and suffering.

However, relief of suffering of any kind, no matter how it were
caused has been a principle of Red Cross since its inception, for
it was seen that an organization set up for relief in War could be
equally effective in dealing with disasters caused by Nature.

In the 4th Convention we see an effort made to protect the
citizen not only from the consequences but from the event itself
by laying down classes of persons who may be protected.

Mr. Max Huber, late President of the International Committee
of the Red Cross wrote :

" When civilisation thus collapses, the non-violent work of the
Red Cross stands forth in the sharpest antithesis to war. While
governments subordinating human rights wholly to their own
designs, pursue their struggle for mutual annihilation, the suffering
human being, whether friend or enemy, becomes the object of
self-sacrificing service. Whether it be men's passions, hatreds or
necessity that have battered down the ramparts which protect
the peace between nations or within them, all is not yet lost so
long as the Red Cross still lives. So long as it still carries on its
arduous labour of love, a remnant of mutual comprehension
survives, and may be the point of departure for spiritual recons-
truction when the war is over . . . " x

How true these words are today with only the Red Cross
providing for man some form of spiritual and moral sanctuary . . .

1 Max Huber, The Red Cross, Principles and Problems, Geneva, 1941.
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Creation of Henry Dunant's idealistic thought, it meets the pre-
requisite of our time and age, and millions of Red Cross members in
almost all the countries of the World must provide a field of force
of great significance for man's future.

Thus it might be seen from this brief survey that the Red
Cross as we know it, is the logical result of man's inner desire to
find some medium whereby the consequences of man's appalling
actions in war may be rendered less severe, and to render aid to
those suffering distress at all times, no matter what the cause.

Were we in a position to predict the future, we might find that
the Red Cross could well be the medium for man's continuance
and survival.

G. OWENS, D.S.C.
Assistant General Secretary,
Western Australian Division,

Australian Red Cross.
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