
C H R O N I C L E

THE KINGDOM OF HANOVER AND THE
GENEVA CONVENTION

The 1963 edition of the Lower Saxony yearbook on the history
of that province x contains an extremely interesting study on the
effect caused in Hanover by the publication of Henry Dunant's
book, A Memory of Solferino, the International Conference of 1863,
then the signing, a year later, of the Geneva Convention. In the
anniversary year of that Convention, this makes a useful contrib-
ution to the history of the Red Cross itself and of humanitarian law.

The archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the former
Kingdom of Hanover have provided documentation on debates on
military matters and in particular concerning official papers
exchanged between Berne and Hanover, Frankfurt and Geneva,
after the forming of the "Committee of Five" and the founding of
the Red Cross. Thanks to this thoroughly documented study with
references to items in the archives and to numerous publications
on the Red Cross, one can learn of the reasons for the hesitant
even negative attitude adopted by certain responsible circles of
that time over this legal instrument which was such an innovation
and was to bind the signatory States in such a permanent manner.

The author of this work, Mr. Joseph Konig, first of all makes
a rapid sketch of the efforts made since Cyrus the Great by monarchs
and the commanders of armies to mitigate the horrors of war, in
order to show clearly how Dunant's ideas concerning the creation
of a neutral international committee and of national societies inter-
vening on behalf of the wounded and sick of armies in the field
went far beyond anything which had been considered or accom-
plished hitherto.

1 Niedersachsisches Jahrbuch fur Landesgeschichte, August Lex,-Hildes-
heim, 1963, Band 35.
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Whilst describing the origins of international humanitarian law,
the author, concentrating on Hanover, shows the laborious steps
taken, the reticence of certain military circles and the fears of
officials who saw in the success itself of the work accomplished a
threat to their own prestige and independence. However, King
Georg V, whom Henry Dunant had approached directly had already
been won over by the ideas expressed in the Memory of Solferino
which he had presented to him. On the same occasion Dunant had
asked him on September 4,1863 whether he would send a represent-
ative of the Kingdom of Hanover to the international Conference
which was to meet from October 26 to 29, 1863 in Geneva, convened
by the Committee which was subsequently to become the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross.

The King who was much impressed on reading the moving
account, sent the documents he had received to his Minister of
Foreign Affairs, recommending him to arrange participation in the
proposed meeting. Hanover was in fact represented at Geneva by
Dr. Oelker, whose report submitted on his return still further
strengthened the confidence the King had placed in the new work.
Until then all went well. Matters however deteriorated owing to
the precious time lost in no action being taken by the Minister
of Foreign Affairs who had been instructed by Georg V to obtain
a copy of the report on the work of the fourth session of the Berlin
Statistical Conference, to which Henry Dunant had been able to
explain the wishes of the Committee of Five as well as the attitude
of Prussia and other members of the Germanic Confederation to
agreement on the resolutions and recommendations of the Inter-
national Conference of October 1863.

It was not until February 28, 1864 that the King finally received
a report from the Hanoverian diplomatic envoy in Prussia, in which
the final conclusions were more negative than positive. We know,
however, that the King and Queen of that country, as well as the
War Minister von Roon, were the pioneers of relief work to the
wounded on the national level. The Prussian Minister of Foreign
Affairs, for his part, had applied himself on February 20 to sweeping
aside the views of the Hanoverian envoy by recalling the very
favourable report by General Loeffler of the Army Medical Service
and of the most outstanding figures of the Geneva Congress. He had
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also pointed out that the States of Wiirttemberg, Oldenburg and
Prussia had already formed their relief societies, prepared to inter-
vene in case of necessity. It was all in vain and most regrettable,
since war had already broken out in Schleswig-Holstein. Thus, in
spite of the King's affirmation that he would view with pleasure
the government's subscribing to the work of the international Red
Cross and that he himself would willingly support every effort
made to that effect, nothing was to progress. There were obviously
other factors which on that occasion were purely negative.

The Swiss Federal Council, encouraged by the results of the
October meeting, was to convene a diplomatic conference to be
held in August 1864 and result in the signing of the Convention. ,
On June 6 it sent an invitation to the Germanic Confederation
whose headquarters were in Frankfurt. The latter submitted it on
June 16 to the Commission of Military Affairs in which, however,
opinions were very divided, although the scope of the humanitarian
aims envisaged had not been lost on any of the States represented.
It was therefore decided that the Confederation would not accede
in its entirety, but that each government which so wished could
reply separately to the invitation of the Swiss Federal Council.

In the meantime, the latter realized that Frankfurt was beating
about the bush and that is why, although it was obviously too late,
the HanoVerian Government was convened on July 27 to the
Geneva Conference. On being informed of these facts, the King
became impatient and although the convocation had arrived late,
he protested to his Minister of Foreign Affairs. He reproached him
for his dilatoriness without which, he wrote, "Hanover could even
now have sent a delegate, especially as one of my military medical
officers, on the recommendation of my War Minister, had been
given a mandate in Geneva in this matter which is most praise-
worthy..."

The King had reason to be annoyed, since other German States
had not hesitated, in spite of the short time available, to send
delegates to Geneva.

One last appeal, made by the Aide-de-Camp, General von
Tschirnitz, was no more successful. He wrote however: "His Majesty
is particularly desirous of making it clear, although it is late to
do so, that the Kingdom accedes to the Geneva Convention, since
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He greatly appreciates the principles motivating this treaty and
subscribes to its provisions..." Once again this was of no avail.
In May 1866, when the threat of fratricidal war loomed over the
German States and Austria, the Swiss Federal Council offered
Hanover a further opportunity to accede to the Convention and
form its own Red Cross Society. Thirteen days before the Prussian
ultimatum, the Minister of Foreign Affairs informed Berne that
the Kingdom's position as regards the Germanic Confederation
prevented it from taking such a step alone. Official decisions had
however not been lacking. Thus the French Minister Plenipoten-
tiary, Count de Reiset, stated that the French Foreign Minister,
Drouyn de Lhuys and his colleagues had acted for the Swiss Federal
Council by urging non-signatory States to ratify the Geneva
Convention by emphasizing the special interest felt by the Imperial
Court in the fine aims being pursued by the Convention's initiators.

Events were once more to be precipitated. The Hanoverian
troops were to go to war without being able to benefit from the
protective sign of the red cross and without the aid of a relief
society duly organized in time of peace. In his memoirs, General
Dammers, the King's first Aide-de-Camp, wrote: "The Army risked
being without a hospital, without medical services being installed
if, at the very last moment, General Strohmeyer, Senior Army
Medical Officer, had not succeeded in having these transferred to
Gottingen."

It was only after the battle of Langensalza with its heavy
losses, that a relief committee for military wounded and sick was
formed in Hanover. With Count Stolberg as President, it adopted
the statutes of the Red Cross on November 20, 1867, then on
February 13, 1868 it officially joined the Berlin Central Committee.

In leading us through these by-ways of diplomacy, Mr. Joseph
Konig shows that the Kingdom of Hanover would without doubt
have figured amongst the first National Societies and the earliest
signatories of the Geneva Convention, if the Government had shown
more vigour in following the perspicacious views of its King.

M. I.
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