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Death of Jacques Cheneviere, ICRC honorary vice-president

The death of Mr. Jacques Cheneviere on 22 April 1976 was the loss
of a man who for over fifty years devoted a very large proportion of his
active life to the Red Cross movement.

It was in September 1914, at Gustave Ador's behest, that he and
Mrs. Frick-Cramer set up the International Prisoners of War Agency. In
November 1919, he became a member of the ICRC and from that time
on a great deal of his time was given over to its affairs. As soon as the
Second World War broke out in 1939, Jacques Cheneviere was once
again put at the head of the newly revived Central Tracing Agency and it
was under his leadership that it was placed on a war footing. When it is
realized that, from the day the war started until the day it was over, forty
million cards were made out and twenty-five million messages were
transmitted by the Central Agency, it will be easily understood that the
burden on the shoulders of its director was a crushing one necessitating
his constant vigilance and care.

In the post-war years, he continued to work for the ICRC with
unabated vigour until December 1969,when he was nominated an honorary
member. In recognition of his long period of faithful service to the
ICRC, he was awarded in 1949 the ICRC gold medal. Ten years later he
was made honorary vice-president, a title which might be said to have
been specially created for him.

It would be difficult to enumerate all the posts he occupied within the
ICRC, for the took a part in practically every one of the ICRC's directing
councils that were created throughout the years. At least one of his
functions should be mentioned: he was several times vice-president of the
ICRC and as such discharged several important missions in various
countries. In his book Retours et images, he described a voyage he made
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to Rome with Max Huber, the ICRC president, at the time of the Abys-
sinian War; there is also a vivid account of his work at the Agency from
1914 to 1918. Several studies on the work of the Red Cross, published
in various journals, mainly in International Review, were from his pen.

But the task which absorbed all his energies and where his organizing
ability and imagination were most evident was that which he assumed at
the head of the Central Prisoners of War Agency from 1939 to 1945. It is
difficult to put in a few words the sum of labour and action, compounded
with the worries and responsibilities, which such work entailed, demand-
ing as it did a perpetual inventiveness and continually necessitating the
adaptation of practical measures to requirements which were as urgent as
they were unexpected.

His duties demanded a detailed knowledge of the principles of the
Red Cross and a cautious appraisal of the scope for and limitations of
humanitarian action. As an active participant in ICRC work over many
years, he had gradually acquired, where the ICRC and its specific situation
in international events were concerned, a fine sense of judgement, and it
was this which guided his thoughts when he wrote in 1949 the following
words which could well be applied to the present situation:

"The ICRC has no political authority or material power. It therefore
cannot oblige States or their leaders to apply principles which it
considers to be fundamental. Besides, in wartime, a belligerent who
makes a concession to the advantage of the enemy wants the enemy to
reciprocate. No country would willingly agree to improve the
condition of enemy subjects if its enemy did not grant an identical,
or at least an equivalent concession. It is this which makes the
International Committee's role as an impartial intermediary indis-
pensable and almost unique. Drawing its strength from universally
recognized custom, the ICRC is able to enter into negotiations with
governments and in most cases win them over. Its main strength
resides in this moral force, represented by a flag which in less than a
hundred years has come to be flown by every country in the world
beside its own national flag. We have no means of compelling, but
only of persuading." „.

* *
We have not been able to do more than give a very brief account of the

career of a man who gave for the Red Cross the best of his strength,
mind and heart. The International Committee is conscious of the out-
standing worth of the work which Jacques Cheneviere carried out so
devotedly and for so long, and it will deeply and gratefully cherish his
memory.

245


