
HENRY DUNANT1

On July 9, 1859, readers of the Journal de Geneve could read a
heart-rending appeal, coming from Solferino, of which we quote
the following passages :

For 3 days I have been treating the wounded from Solferino at
Castiglione and have cared for more than one thousand men in misery.
We have had 40,000 wounded, of which as many Allies as Austrians,
involved in this terrible affair. There are not sufficient doctors, and
I had to replace them as well as I could with the help of some local
women and some prisoners who were in a fit condition.

At the moment of the armies' encounter, I immediately proceeded
from Brescia to the battlefield ; nothing can describe the grievous con-
sequence of this battle ; to find anything in keeping with it, one has to
revert to the most famous battles of the First Empire. The Crimean
war was nothing in comparison.

Forgive me for writing to you in the middle of a battlefield where
there is no sense of measure in one's expressions. But' the battlefield
itself is nothing even with its heaps of dead bodies, and dying men, in
comparison to the church where 500 wounded are piled up. For three
days, every quarter of an hour, I see a man's soul departing from this
world in the midst of unforgettable suffering. And yet, for many, a drop
of water, a friendly smile, a word to fix his mind on the Saviour, makes
him a changed man, courageously awaiting, in a state of peace, the
moment of leaving this earth.

For a week, the author of this appeal was attempting to organize
relief in the villages surrounding the battlefield. The churches,

1 Lecture given at the Aula of the University of Geneva on May 8, 1963,
on the occasion of the inauguration of the monuthent erected in Geneva, in
memory of Henry Dunant.
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the convents, the streets, the courtyards, the squares, everything
was transformed into provisional dressing-stations. But thousands
of wounded agonize in a state of atrocious suffering, without care
and without help. Many among them did not receive one drop of
water nor one crumb of bread for 3 days, others, in spite of terrible
wounds, have not received any dressing at all, others again have
summarily been tended and are waiting for 2, 3, or 4 days for
some charitable soul to come and alleviate their suffering. " Nearly
all were soaked in blood ", writes Dunant to General de Beaufort
(in a letter from Brescia dated July 3), for he is the author of the
appeal published in the Journal de Geneve ; " covered with flies
and worms, lying helpless on stones or straw which penetrate the
flesh ", among the filth and nauseating smell of those dying. The
French Army Service Corps later admitted that it took them 3 days
and 3 nights to bury their dead on the battlefield.

What strikes Dunant is the absence of any kind of organized aid.
The Austrian medical men refuse to tend the wounded of the
French or Italians and vice-versa. The soldiers themselves refuse
to be treated by enemy doctors, convinced that the latter have
come to finish them off. Dunant busies himself particularly with
500 soldiers piled up in one of the churches of Castiglione, he en-
courages the women, the children, the old men to look after them,
above all to bring them water and to comfort them, whatever the
nationality of the wounded and those in agony. At the end of
3 days, harassed with fatigue, he reaches Brescia to ask for help,
then returns to the vicinity of the battlefield. At last, he proceeds
to Milan where he tells of the scenes of horror through which he has
lived and, finally, the day after the Peace Treaty at Villafranca,
he returns to Geneva, haunted by the hallucinating spectacle to
which he has been a witness.

He is obsessed by one idea in particular. How is it that no
relief organization exists in the world for the wounded ? Why
have the armies not provided for sufficient corps of nurses and
stretcher-bearers as soon as the battles caused more and more
victims ?

On the advice of a few friends, Dunant puts his impressions on
paper " driven by a divine inspiration " and publishes at his own
expense, in November 1862, a book which was to stir the conscience
of humanity, entitled A Memory of Solferino.

It is in this work that the arresting pages describing the misery
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on the battlefield can be found, which are familiar to you all and
of which I shall only recall one passage:

« On June 25, 1859 the sun lit up one of the most horrifying
spectacles of which the imagination is capable. The battlefield is
littered with dead bodies of men and horses. They are scattered
over the roads, ditches, gullies, bushes, meadows, above all on the
outskirts of the village of Solferino . . . the harvest is devastated . . .
the villages deserted, the houses are in a state of collapse, in ruins . . .
the ground is covered with fragments . . . the unfortunate wounded
collected during the day are pale and shattered. Some, especially
those seriously afflicted, have a dazed look . . . others with gaping
wounds are crazy with pain, imploring those around them to put
an end to their life." Thereupon follow the distressing scenes which
Dunant describes all through his work.

At the end of his book the author advocates two things : the
creation of an Aid Society for the wounded on the one side ; the
adoption of an international convention for the protection of the
wounded on the other. On page 113 one can read (in whatever
edition the book is published) :

" Is it not to be wished that the princes of the military art,
belonging to different nations, should profit by a sort of congress,
in order to draft a few international principles, of a conventional
and binding nature which, once agreed upon and ratified, would
serve as a base for Relief Societies for the wounded in the different
countries of Europe ? "

The genius of Dunant bursts into prophetic significance in this
sentence. Very few readers immediately grasped its importance.
There are about fifty letters in our possession, written to Dunant,
by those who had received his book (for, it had been distributed
by Dunant). The answers of two of the great minds of the time,
General Dufour—the peacemaker of the Sonderbund—and Florence
Nightingale, the " Lady of the Lamp " of the Crimean War, are
characteristic. The one thinks that the organization of aid to the
wounded could not have a permanent character and the other
that it could not be conceived on an international level. " I t could
hardly be but temporary and local", writes General Dufour.
" Such a Society would take on duties which in fact devolve upon
the government of each country", replies Florence Nightingale.
" Besides, such an organization exists in England and that is
enough for us." Dunant's prophetic spirit, faith (which moves
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mountains) and audacity was needed to conceive and propose an
organization of aid to the wounded, both permanent and inter-
national in nature.

On the eve of publication of his book, Henry Dunant was
admitted as member of the Public Welfare Society of Geneva.
Now on February 9, 1863, this small local Society put down on
its agenda the study of the proposals made by Dunant in his book.
And, on February 17, it decided to form an International Committee
for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and to
propose the creation of relief societies throughout Europe and the
establishment of a voluntary nurses corps in time of peace.

May I be allowed to pay tribute to the lucidity and the pro-
gressive outlook of the five men who are insolubly linked in the
history of the origin of the Red Cross, five pioneers whose different
temperaments will complete and supplement each other admirably ;
often in pairs. No doubt, Henry Dunant is the figure-head of the
Committee of Five. But at his side is General Dufour, a soldier of
renown, who knows the price of war ; then Gustave Moynier, the
lawyer who gives the international agreements a legal form ; and
finally two doctors, Dr. Louis Appia, already known for his work
on surgery in time of war, who even went to Italy, shortly after
Dunant's return to Switzerland, in order to look after the wounded
in his turn, and Dr. Theodore Maunoir, a skilful surgeon much
devoted to his patients.

These five men—of which three of them are between 30 and
40 years old, take up this challenge of convening in Geneva an
international conference to examine the means of protecting the
wounded on the battlefield.

Is it necessary for me to recall how the Committee of Five
decided to send Dunant to the. Congress of Statistics in Berlin to
plead for a cause which had become their common property ?
Must I describe Dunant's long odyssey throughout Europe to
convince Sovereigns and Statesmen to send delegates to the pre-
liminary conference in Geneva ? Do I need to repeat that it was
Dunant's idea to propose the neutralization of medical personnel,
which would be the corner-stone of the whole structure : he, who
looks after the wounded is not an enemy, he is a sacred being to be
respected by everybody ?
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Nothing is more characteristic of our pilgrim of charity than
his attitude on the evening of one of his interviews. This took place
in Dresden in October 1863. Dunant is received by King John of
Saxony. At the end of the audience, the King, won over by the
ideas of the Genevese, exclaimed :

" A nation not prepared to join this humanitarian mission,
will be condemned by the public opinion of Europe."

Back at his hotel, Dunant takes up his pen and repeats to all
his correspondents, the ministers, the kings, the famous sentence
of King John which henceforth made history.

What follows is known : the preliminary Conference which met
at the Athenee in Geneva in October 1863 and which decided to
foster the creation of Relief Committees in every country, while
advocating the neutralization of the medical personnel and of the
wounded, then the Diplomatic Conference which, on August 22,
1864 adopted the First Geneva Convention, which was to become
the charter of the International Red Cross. Already at that meeting
Dunant played a very secondary role, namely of secretary charged
with the task of receiving the delegates. It may be a little too
early to say that he was put aside by President Moynier. Their
correspondence, still cordial and confiding, proves the contrary.
In reality, Dunant is haunted by a mass of generous ideas. He is a
sort of visionary who would like to improve the fate of mankind,
a sort of prophet who carries within him the hope of a just world,
pacific and benevolent, but who is not capable of realizing his ideas
all by himself.

Ever since his most tender age, he is upset at the idea of seeing
his fellow-creatures suffer. In his memoirs, he tells us that at the
age of 6, on a visit to Toulon with his parents, he saw chained
convicts compelled by their guard to transport heavy bales of
merchandise. " When I am grown-up ", declared the child, " I shall
write a book to defend them ". At the age of 18, he belongs to the
Welfare Society and devotes his hours of leisure to visiting the
poor and to reading to the inmates of the penitentiary prison.
At 21, he collects a group of young people at his home for the
spreading of the message and taking on welfare work. These
Thursday meetings grow into the YMCA. Obsessed by a need for
universalism, Dunant thinks of extending this organization through-
out the world. For three months, he addresses letters to the Young
Men's Christian Association in France, Holland, Germany, America.
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Next he makes journeys to form new groups and finally—in March
1855—he launches a circular letter laying the basis for an inter-
national organization.

A few months later the universal alliance of the YMCA is
created in Paris, but immediately Dunant disappears from the
horizon, haunted by a new idea. Indeed, sent on behalf of a bank
in Algeria, the young missionary thinks of making the country
fertile. He buys a few acres of land at Mons-Djemila, then ap-
proaches the Government of Algeria for a concession of 1500 acres
in order to erect on it mills with the idea of supplying the French
Army. But he receives no reply.

Unrelentlessly—for he is extraordinarily persevering—Dunant
makes one application after another, only to come up against
bureaucratic inertia. In spite of these failures, he founded the Mill
Company of Mons-Djemila with a capital of Fr. 500,000.—, soon
increased to one million. Besides, he exploits the forests of Kabylie
and buys the marble quarries of Felfella.

Unable to obtain any reply, Dunant decides to lay his project
before Napoleon III in person. He writes a strange booklet to the
glory of the Emperor, proving that Napoleon is in the line of
continuation of the Roman Emperors, and that he is destined to
fulfil a mission in the world, and then departs in search of the
sovereign. However, Napoleon is busy fighting battles in Italy.
What then ? Dunant decides to join him in Lombardy. In Mantua,
he hires a small cab with a coachman who is frightened to death
and, on the morning of June 25, he reaches Castiglione, the day
after the ferocious battle, which caused 40,000 victims and which
was to change his destiny.

During his mission devoted to the creation of the Red Cross,
the Algerian business has become secondary among his preoccu-
pations. Dunant left it to a partner who turns out to be a doubtful
character. The collapse of the " Credit genevois " of which he is
one of the administrators, is followed by the collapse of the Mill
Company of Mons-Djemila. Held responsible for their management,
he is attacked in court, the other administrators are whitewashed
by the Court of the First Instance, but condemned by the High
Court of Justice to cover the losses incurred by the shareholders.
Each administrator is charged with one-seventh with the right to
proceed against Dunant, condemned to be the chief person re-
sponsible. This is ruin.
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To prevent the ICRC from being discredited, Gustave Moynier
demands Dunant's resignation who has no alternative but to
accept. The institution was still too fragile to keep as secretary a
man blackened by bankruptcy. Dunant's family and friends were
dragged down with him in his ruin. For more than five years, he
was to live in misery, sleeping in garrets, or on benches in public
gardens, having only one meal a day, shivering with cold in winter,
threadbare for lack of clothes.

" It was a disaster for me ", he writes in the drafts of his memoirs,
which are in safe-keeping with the " Bibliotheque publique de
Geneve ", " and this disaster occurred at the height of a man's life,
namely when I was not yet quite 40 years old. I had not as yet
entered my 40th year when everything collapsed. Darkness settled
around me and without completely losing courage, I suddenly felt
I was growing weak. I lost that elasticity, that dynamism, that
confidence which I possessed up to then : I fell into a deep de-
pression."

And on another paper, one reads :
" Many people ignore what it means to suffer, to live in abject

misery with a nagging pain of hunger, that faint feeling when
passing a quaint Parisian bakery filled with beautiful golden-brown
bread."

Yet, during these dark years, Dunant nourished the hope of
paying off his debts by inventing new enterprises in order to set
him afloat again.

In 1867, he makes an association with a former " Carbonaro "
to establish a " Universal Library " destined to publish the hundred
masterpieces of the human mind. Distributed in all countries, in
towns, market-towns, villages, they would not only enlighten man,
but would also help him to love his neighbour. Lack of funds set an
end to this idea. One year later, Dunant asks Napoleon III to
patronize a large enterprise for the returning of Jews to Palestine
and the rehabilitation of the Orient. He proposes to the Sultan that
he should relinquish land for future colonizers. Already Dunant
envisages the construction of bridges, roads, trains, but his efforts
come to nothing.

When the Franco-Prussian war broke out, Dunant writes to
the Empress Eugenie and the Minister of Defence, reminding them
of the Geneva Conventions, which the French Government seemed
to ignore. During the siege of Paris he creates a Society for the
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Amelioration of the Conditions of Men in the Armed Forces. This
association distributes first-aid kits and warm clothes. When the
occupation of the town seems imminent, Dunant proposes to the
belligerents to evacuate women, children and the aged to centres
of asylum which would be " neutralized ".

Peace re-established, Dunant continues to plead the cause,
closest to his heart. He would like to extend the protection of the
new Conventions to seamen, victims of torpedos and to prisoners
of war. The seamen had to wait till 1899 and the prisoners till 1929
in order to benefit by an internationally effective protection. From
1867 on, Dunant advocates the right of accommodation for pri-
soners, proper clothing, the right to correspond regularly with
their families and the assurance of being repatriated by the quickest
possible means.

At the close of one of these meetings, Dunant collapses. Every-
body rushes up to him and hear him admit that he has not had a
meal for two days. A kind-hearted woman, present in the audience,
offers to engage him as secretary to make known her son's inven-
tions, a young engineer, but after a few years his benefactress dies
and Dunant is again alone.

A wandering life across Europe then begins for him.

Meditating over the destiny of Henry Dunant, I was struck by
its analogies with certain aspects of J. J. Rousseau's life, whose
250th anniversary we celebrated here in Geneva, only a year ago.
Both owe their calling to a sudden inspiration : Rousseau by going
to see his friend Diderot, imprisoned in the fortress of Vincennes,
Dunant by being a witness to the agony of the wounded on the
battlefield of Solferino. Each one chose to express his ideas in a
book which created a sensation : " Discussions on Science and Art "
by Rousseau, " A Memory of Solferino " by Dunant. However,
neither of them was understood, or better, not sufficiently under-
stood, for they were ahead of their time and underwent a sort of
persecution, which seemed to them all the harder to bear since it
came from their own countrymen. It is true that Dunant is partly
to blame for the tragic life he had to lead.

Let us follow up the analogy. At 50, deciding that his writings
only brought him misfortune, Rousseau turns his back on literature
and takes refuge in silence. At 39, Dunant is a broken man, who
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was not going to realize any of his great ideas. At the height of their
life, the one and the other were rejected by Geneva and died in
exile. And yet they owed their intellectual training and their
humanitarian calling to their own home town.

Furthermore, both turned towards the study of man's condition
in the world with an extraordinary insight. Rousseau wants to
reform society which oppresses man and corrupts his, nature by
advocating a form of State which would ensure liberty, equality
and dignity, while Dunant is occupied with alleviating the suffering
of man drawn into battles forever more bloody, owing to the
covetous desire and thirst for power of the great nations. " War is
hardly a man-to-man relation, but a relation between State and
State, where the participants are only accidentally enemies, neither
as men nor even as citizens but as soldiers." This sentence could
have been written by Dunant. It is Jean-Jacques Rousseau's.

Covering this long period of his misfortunes, we possess only
a scrap of paper, on which Dunant scribbled the places of his
sojourns—Strasbourg, Kehl, Stuttgart, Menaggio, Florence,
Leghorn, etc. In 1887, an old man with a white beard, sick and
miserable, begs to be admitted to a small nursing home in the
village of Heiden of the Canton of Appenzell. When he fills in the
registration form, they are surprised at his age : 59 years old and
already an old man. Touched by his distress, his family regularly
sends him a small pittance.

In 1892, Dunant is definitely admitted to the hospital of Heiden.
He lived there the last eighteen years of his life, at first ignored by
the rest of the world. In Geneva and in the Red Cross, nobody
knows where he is. The institution developed under the active
presidency of Gustave Moynier. At the moment when Dunant
enters the hospital of Heiden, the Red Cross consists of 23 National
Societies. Several works appeared on its life (and origin) without
giving anywhere the name of its promoter or its initiator.

In 1895, a journalist from St. Gall woke up public opinion by an
article in which he expressed his surprise that Europe could ignore
the man to whom the world owed this magnificent institution of the
Red Cross. Immediately tokens of esteem, visits, honours abounded.
The Federal Council bestowed a prize upon Dunant honouring the
author of the work of conciliation and peace ; 1,000 doctors gathered
at a Congress in Moscow awarded him the Prize of Moscow for
services rendered to suffering humanity. In 1901, Dunant receives
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from the Norwegian Parliament (with F. Passy), the first Nobel
Peace Prize.

He was not to leave his little room in Heiden again ; he passed
his time correcting his memoirs which proved what a tremendous
role he played in the creating of the Red Cross, and where one
finds prophetic statements on the results of wars of attrition and
on the dangers menacing our civilization.

He died on October 30, 1910, aged 82 and was cremated, in
accordance with his desire, in an unknown plot in the main cemetery
of Zurich.

When his will was opened, it was found that he had not used
one penny of the different prizes he had received. He divided his
possessions between Swiss and Norwegian philanthropical societies,
after having made bequests in favour of those who had nursed him
in the district hospital. He further left an important sum to the
Community of Heiden, to enable them to create a " Freibett ", a
bed always vacant to welcome the poorest patient of the " Com-
mune ".

It was written that beyond his death, Dunant's destiny was to
be known as that of an exceptional human being.

BERNARD GAGNEBIN
Doyen de la Faculty des Lettres,

University de Geneve.
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