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DE SOLFERINO A TSOUSHIMA *

I wanted to take up this book, but found difficulty in closing it
until I had read it through from cover to cover.

It was certainly not a small matter to undertake to write, for
the Centenary of the International Committee of the Red Cross, a
history of this universally known institution, which has been
written into international treaties, and which however was, during
the first part of its existence, in fact a loosely-knit group and even
today is only a mere association in private law. One would be
prepared to doubt this on reading this book which, in more than
five hundred pages, only deals with a half century of activity. It is
true that the Red Cross world was being slowly constructed during
those early years, at the mercy of its hopes and disappointments,
its successes and setbacks, and that the ICRC, consisting of a
handful of men, has seen itself generally assigned a position and a
special role which no one in their senses would have dreamed to be
possible in 1863. Mr. Pierre Boissier's great merit lies in his showing
the part played by men and circumstances in this development.
This merit is all the greater for having been written with such
alertness that events and people come alive for the reader.

The work is divided into five parts. The first is devoted to the
origins. One here makes acquaintance with that strange traveller,

1 This book has just appeared—published in French—in the Editions
Plon, Paris and the second volume, which will be published subsequently,
will cover the period from World War I to 1963.
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the businessman Dunant, who attempts, in the middle of a military
campaign, to interest the Emperor Napoleon III in his wind-mills
in Algeria, but who was so shaken by the aftermath of battle that
he was to become the agent, then the initiator of quite a different
cause, that of the wounded soldier, abandoned to the crows, to looters
and to gangrene. One also gets to know that other person, Gustave
Moynier, who, on reading " A Memory of Solferino " , was to suffer
the same shock as the author and was to devote his life to realize,
maintain and improve upon the suggestions made. One can feel
Dunant's feverish activity, attracting the interest of the crowned
heads of Europe by his writing and his eloquence, and Moynier's
more methodical activity which were together to lead, with the help
of Dufour, Maunoir and Appia, to remarkable results in record
time : the Conference of 1863 which was to create the Red Cross,
and that of 1864 from which was to spring the Geneva Convention.

One is now able to evaluate all that was at the same time
revolutionary and justified in Dunant's proposals and where they
were to lead to. But the situation existing at the time had not
always been the same. If instead of having been present at Casti-
glione, Henry Dunant had been a witness of the morrow of the
battle of Fontenoy, he would no doubt have suffered no shock nor
would he have -written a book. This is brought out in the second
part of the work relating to the times when neither the Red Cross
nor the Geneva Convention existed. Mr. Boissier shows how, after
the horrors of the Middle Ages, wars had gradually become more
humane until the XVIIIth Century when the army medical services
had reached a remarkable stage of development and when numerous
arrangements for the exchange of prisoners had been concluded in
time of war, thus foreshadowing the Geneva Convention. The
negligence which existed in the administration and which reached
its peak during the Crimean war and at Solferino appeared there-
fore all the more appalling.

After this survey of the past, the third part describes the first
steps of the Red Cross and of the Convention. These include the
baptism of fire in Schleswig-Holstein and in the Austro-Prussian
war in which the role of a well organized aid Society amply justifies
itself. There is also the work of the International Committee to
raise new Societies and disseminate the Convention. There is the
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Conference of Paris of 1867 at which there is a veritable upsurge of
ideas, the Conference of Berlin of 1869, which confers on the Inter-
national Committee its role of neutral intermediary between bel-
ligerents. There is Dunant's tragic bankruptcy, his ruin and exile.

The fourth part is devoted to the Franco-Prussian war of 1870,
a terrible ordeal for the Red Cross. On one side there was an aid
Society tested in war, well organized and recognized by the military
authorities. The Geneva Convention was here known and applied
by the troops. On the other side, however, there was a Society which
had barely been formed, in which everything had to be improvised,
with the Convention only partly known to those who had to apply
it. This situation nearly sounded the death knell of the Red Cross.
And yet it was to give proof of remarkable solidarity, the Inter-
national Committee for its part had started a vast undertaking, the
Basle Agency. The author reveals all the doubts as well as the
disagreements which followed on this testing time, after which
fifteen years were to elapse before the Societies were to meet again.
It needed all Moynier's energy to prevent the Geneva Convention
from falling into oblivion.

Finally, we are shown the International Committee at work in
numerous conflicts which succeeded each other until the outbreak
of the First World War. The ICRC is clearly seen as assuming its
own proper character within the Red Cross. Created for a definite
task, to encourage the setting up of aid societies and to conclude
an international Convention, the Geneva Committee then thought
that its very existence could no longer be prolonged. The aid
societies on the one hand and circumstances on the other, however,
gave it an active and permanent role. It remained to be seen whether
that Committee was to be given real authority over the national
committees, or to be joined by their representatives in order to
become truly international. It was only after many years, after
much debating and discussion, that an answer was found to these
two questions. Facts themselves were to do this, which was that
it should be entirely Swiss in its composition.

Facts always precede law. And this is true as regards the Red
Cross, which started at Castiglione and whose history is filled with
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initiatives taken on the spot. Indeed law legalizes facts and enables
them to renew and develop themselves. This was well understood
by the members of the Geneva Committee with Gustave Moynier at
their head. It was therefore with remarkable determination that
they worked to extend the Geneva Convention. The last chapter
shows the considerable role played by this committee without a
mandate, not only in the development of the law of Geneva, but in
that known as the law of The Hague, many of whose provisions
would never have seen the light of day if they had not been previ-
ously experienced by the Red Cross.

Whilst relating the history of the Committee, Mr. Boissier has
also been led to trace that of the laws of war. In this he makes a
worthwhile contribution to the science of international law. In most
works dealing with the Geneva and the Hague Conventions it is
usual to start with their texts. Mr. Boissier on the contrary shows
how one arrives at them. From the battlefield to the wording of the
treaty, he makes the processes of thought appear, the why and the
wherefore of their main provisions. He infuses life into these
abstract rules.

Romanticized history has become fashionable. Although
Mr. Boissier's book does not subscribe to this mode, it does however
read like a novel. It is indeed intensely alive and true. Out of this
extraordinary history, from the account of this adventure which has
now become world-wide and which started from so little, several
figures are predominant, above all those of Dunant and Moynier
without whom there would have been no Red Cross. But the author
has not made figure-heads out of them. He shows these men as they
really were, ordinary people like everyone else, with all their innate
or acquired qualities, their weaknesses, big and small, their errors
of judgement and mistakes. By doing this he makes them more
human, nearer to ourselves, and their action, like leaven in bread,
is all the more striking. Mr. Boissier also renders full justice to those,
such as Palasciano, Arrault and Basting, who have sometimes
without justification been eclipsed by the Committee of Five.

Since this is an honest book, the adventure it describes appears
to be all the finer, although it does seem almost unbelievable. It
is highly revealing.
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In the history of the Red Cross, as in all histories in the world,
there are many matters which are obscure and there are also
legends. After several years of patient research, Mr. Boissier has
succeeded in making some important and often unexpected dis-
coveries, corrected a number of mistakes and placed things in their
correct perspective. The Red Cross will see its own true image
reflected in this mirror. The author, who is " one of the family ", is
to be congratulated on not having been too lavish with his praise.
He is critical when this is necessary, at times even to a marked
degree.

This work is not merely a history, delving only into the past.
Its readers, whom we know will be numerous, and above all those
who work for the Red Cross throughout the world, will find therein
much profitable instruction, thus enabling them the better to
understand the meaning of the mission being accomplished by the
Red Cross today.

FREDERIC SIORDET
Vice-President of the

International Committee
of the Red Cross
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