
In the Steps of Henry Dunant

Mr. Bernard Gagnebin, the present Dean of the Faculty of Letters
of Geneva University, is an authority on the life and work of Henry
Dunant about whom he has just published, in collaboration with
Mr. Marc Gazay, a book with remarkable illustrations.

Before teaching at the University, he was for some twenty years
Keeper of Manuscripts at the Public and University Library of
Geneva. This institution happens to possess the largest collection of
manuscripts in Switzerland : Greek and Latin papyri, mediaeval
illuminated texts, the autographs of Rousseau, Voltaire, Madame de
Stael and Benjamin Constant amongst others, the archives of a large
number of scientists and writers, and these include the papers of
Henry Dunant.

When relinquishing his duties at the Library of Geneva, Mr. Gagne-
bin -wrote an article for the Deutsches Rotes Kreuz on his task as
keeper of Dunant's papers. Thanks to Mr. W. Heudtlass, Head of
Press and Radio Services of the German Red Cross in the German
Federal Republic, and himself the author of a noteworthy book on
Henry Dunant, we now reproduce some important extracts from this
article (Bd.).

When I started working in the Manuscript Department of the
Public and University Library of Geneva in November 1941, the
Henry Dunant Archives had not yet been classified nor catalogued.
Some of these, thrown haphazard into a case, finally reached the
Library after many vicissitudes by reason of a bequest made by the
inheritor of Dunant's papers, his nephew Maurice Dunant, who
died in 1931. Another part of these archives were still being pre-
served by Madame Maurice Dunant. Furthermore, other documents
had been lent by the Dunant family to private individuals who were
reluctant to part with them.

I was at once impressed by the great interest of the papers
collected together by " the man in white " of Solferino. The pro-
moter of the Red Cross had kept the bulk of the letters which he
had received from 1859 (the year of the battle) to 1910, the year
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of his death. From these one could readily imagine all the efforts
he had made to convince the world that it should respond to his
double initiative : that of organizing in all countries aid societies
for the wounded, and of the signing of a diplomatic Convention,
which would guarantee a special status for the victims of war and
for those going to their assistance.

Throughout this correspondence, one can see Henry Dunant
engaged in turn in caring for the wounded around the battlefield of
Solferino, then writing the book which was to startle the whole of
Europe, going from town to town in order to convince political and
military leaders of his ideas, launching the most varied and generous
projects for extending the Red Cross to cover maritime warfare and
prisoners of Avar, then for international arbitration and disarma-
ment. But one can also see him struggling against misery, jealousy
and persecution.

As time went on the Dunant Archives gradually became en-
larged. Madame Maurice Dunant was good enough to hand over to
the Geneva Library the blue note-books in which Dunant had
transcribed his " Memoirs " , note-books which were often uncom-
pleted, since the promoter was always returning to the origins of
the Red Cross and never ceased accumulating documents which
were to convince his detractors. Madame Dunant also made a gift
of correspondence between her uncle and the family and of material
connected with business matters in Algeria and Palestine. Private
individuals also handed over manuscripts which had been in their
possession. The Dunant Archives were thus enriched by Henry
Dunant's letters to Colonel Miirset, Chief Medical Officer of the
Swiss Army, those written by Dunant in his capacity as Secretary
to the Young Men's Christian Union (photocopies), and those relat-
ing to the Nobel Peace Prize.

All these documents showed the preponderant role he had
played in the foundation and even in the extension of the
Red Cross. It is from these sources, now accessible to the public,
that the principal biographers of Dunant have obtained their
information during the course of the past few years, starting with
the reporter Fernand Gigon and the dramatist Stefan Markus,
whose works recall, in a sometimes romanticized manner it is true,
the great moments and the sufferings of the movement's promoter.

This practice was to become habitual. For twenty years I saw-
passing through my office and studying the Dunant Archives most
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of those who had devoted an essay, a book or film to that remark-
able figure : Charles Spaak, the scenario writer of the admirable
and moving film " D'homme a homme " (which, without being
based strictly on the truth, restored Dunant to his proper propor-
tions), Miss Kllen Hart, author of an excellent biography Man
born to live (London, 1953), and soon writers from every country,
from the USA, such as Mrs. V. K. Libby ; from Great Britain,
the enthusiastic James Avery Joyce ; Henriette de Beaufort from
the Netherlands ; Mr. Karbowski from Poland ; from Germany,
such as Mr. Krug von Nidda and Mr. Willy Heudtlass, and from
Paris and also Geneva, such as my friend Pierre Boissier, whose
large work commemorating a hundred years of the Red Cross
has just been published1.

A keeper of manuscripts is called upon to answer a large number
of questions, to supply information and even to resolve enigmas.
For twenty years I was questioned about many problems con-
cerning Dunant's life or the history of the Red Cross.

I was asked whether the house in which Dunant was born
still existed. Where was " La Monnaie ", his parents' estate ?
Where did he write part of A Memory of Solferino ? Did he use a
goose quill or a steel pen ? How did he look ? What were his
relations with Belgium ? When was the Red Cross of the Grand
Duchy of Baden constituted ? Are there references in the " Memoirs "
to Louis Appia's part in editing A Memory of Solferino ? Do these
give any information on the Red Cross armlet ? On Algerian
affairs ? On Madame Kastner ? What was Dunant's role in the
1870 War and during the siege of Paris ? Did he have predilections
for the Paris Commune ? Where did he live in Paris on different
occasions ? Where was he buried ? What did he do with the Nobel
Prize ? and so on . . .

Our efforts at bringing out the truth were also continued on
other levels. On my advice, the Public and University Library
of Geneva agreed to loan items from the Dunant Archives on a
very wide scale to exhibitions organized by the Red Cross, or by
other institutions. The University Library certainly set the example
in this respect.

During the Diplomatic Conference which met in Geneva in the
spring of 1949 in order to revise the whole of the Red Cross Con-

1 In this issue the International Review gives an account of the first
volume of this work. (Ed.)
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ventions, we organized in the Salle Lullin of the Library an exhib-
ition illustrating, not only the history and the extension of the
work, but also the dramatic life of its promoter. This exhibition
was inaugurated by the President of the Conference, Mr. Max
Petitpierre, who was at the same time President of the Swiss
Confederation, in the presence of the then President of the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross, Mr. Paul Ruegger, and of
the heads of numerous delegations.

Since then, nearly every year, documents were extracted from
the Dunant Archives for display to visitors to other exhibitions.
These took place in Zurich in October 1953, in Oslo in May 1954,
during the 23rd session of the Board of Governors of the League,
in Washington in May 1953, on the occasion of the 125th anniver-
sary of Dunant's birth, in Mulhouse in December 1954, at Lyons
in March 1955 and at Toulouse in December 1958.

The summit was reached when the Italian Red Cross asked
for our help to organize the first Red Cross Exhibition on the
occasion of the Centenary of the Battle of Solferino 1.

At the end of June 1959, I went to the little town of Castiglione
delle Stiviere, not far from the battlefield of Solferino, to display
in the show-cases and on the walls of the Longhi Palace the docu-
ments which I had brought with me. I was greatly impressed to
find a delightful palace in the baroque style with an interior court-
yard and arcades where the stretchers and ambulances which had
been used during the Italian campaign were installed. All the
documents so carefully preserved by Henry Dunant were thus
seen by hundreds and later by thousands of visitors wanting to
know the origins of the work which had started from the horrors
of a battle.

On June 27, 1959, as the sun was setting over the Lombard
plain, I thought to myself that Dunant had at last "known true
renown, since the delegates of no less than eighty-six countries
had come to pay tribute to him, on the very site where, thanks
to his courage and devotion, the ideal of the Red Cross had been born.

B. GAGNEBIN

1 The Revue internationale, in its number of July 1959, described the
ceremonies -which took place at Castiglione delle Stiviere for the Centenary
of Solferino in 1959. The International Review of April 1962 gave an account
of the International Museum of the Red Cross at Castiglione. (Ed.)

533


