
The ICRC Tracing Service in the Congo

As soon as the ICRC had set up a delegation in Leopoldville
(July 1960), it was seen that a Tracing Service similar to the Central
Agency in Geneva was urgently required. The disturbances had led to
an abrupt exodus, and it was impossible to keep check of whole families
leaving to seek asylum in the former French Congo, Angola, Northern
Rhodesia, Tanganyika or the newly formed Central African Republic.
These unexpected events, for which the host countries were not prepared
(especially as far as a systematic registration of the refugees was con-
cerned), and the disruption or complete break-down of means of com-
munication, transport and postal services, had resulted in great and in
many cases justifiable anxiety on the part of those obliged to leave, and
their relatives.

In view of the flow of requests for news received by the Delegation,
the ICRC decided to send a member of the Central Tracing Agency
staff, Mr. Ed. L. Jaquet, to the Congo. He arrived in Leopoldville in
August 1960 and set to work immediately. Fortunately he had brought
all necessary equipment, card-indexes, cards, enquiry forms, family
message forms, files, records, office supplies, a typewriter, etc., all of
these being practically unobtainable on the spot.

Mr. Jaquet's mission, undertaken in close co-operation with the
Central Tracing Agency in Geneva, was to be of short duration. His
instructions were to train a Congolese national in the work of tracing
persons, passing on information, filing and making the best use of card-
indexes, until this helper was able to continue the work alone ; the
Tracing Service could then be handed over to the National Red Cross
Society. This work is naturally only one of the aspects of Red Cross
activities in the Congo ; but if it shows that the institution's work has
been efficient, it also illustrates the difficulties of all descriptions with
which the ICRC Delegation was faced. We thought, therefore, that it
would be interesting to ask Mr. Jaquet to give an account of his mission.
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The first enquiries received were filed and dealt with immedi-
ately. We soon ascertained that, fortunately, not all the persons
under enquiry were missing. Some who had fled to the former French
Congo at the most critical moment had again crossed the river and
returned to. their homes. Others had remained on the spot, in some
cases forgetting to notify their relatives or, if they had done so,
their letters had not arrived.

The position was the same in four other provinces where the
Delegation had been able to recruit voluntary correspondents : a
Congolese in Coquilhatville (Equator), two Belgians in Stanleyville
(Eastern Province) and Luluaburg (Kasal) and a Swiss in Bukavu
(Kivu). Since all relations had been broken off between Elisabeth-
ville and the Central Government, we received very few replies to
our enquiries from Katanga.

We had no definite information concerning the refugees in
Angola and the British protectorates. But we only had to cross over
to Brazzaville (the crossing hardly takes more than 15 minutes) to
consult the card-index of Whites of all nationalities who had
reached the capital of the Republic of Congo and left Africa by
means of the " air-lift " during the first few weeks of July. This
card-index indicated the exact identity of those who had left, the
details of each plane, date of departure and destination. In order to
avoid frequent journeys to Brazzaville, the index was handed over
to the ICRC Delegation. We thus had an invaluable working
instrument at our disposal and it was only necessary to go to
Brazzaville for complicated " cases ".

It was difficult to get in touch with people who had not left the
Congo or who had returned there. Most of the settlers are accustom-
ed to having their mail sent to an individual or collective letter-box
and in most cases no other address was available. Our letters were
often not delivered or remained unanswered. We therefore decided
to publish alphabetic lists in the local press of the persons we were
trying to trace. A great many of them got in.touch with us of their
own accord, by letter or telephone, or visited us. In other cases,
neighbours, friends, employers, etc. were able to give us informa-
tion, often incomplete, it is true, but usually helpful for our work.
How much easier our task would have been if enquiries had been
written more legibly and with more exact information. To trace a
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person presumed to be missing, when we had only been given his
name, often no Christian name, and such a vague address as
" Congo " or " X Street " without the name of the town, was an
almost impossible undertaking.

When we were given an exact address in the Leopoldville area,
we wrote to the person concerned ; if necessary, we wrote again a
few weeks later, and if no reply was forthcoming, we went to the
address given, once or several times ; our perseverance was usually
rewarded. In the interior it was not necessary to encourage our
correspondents. Their enthusiasm, loyalty and resourcefulness did
wonders, especially in the Kivu and Ruanda-Urundi districts.

Since our card-index was kept up-to-date, we could draw up
regional lists of all persons still unaccounted for within an hour.
These lists were sent to our correspondents, ICRC travelling
delegates, Catholic and Protestant missions and even to an amateur
radio-station which broadcast them in areas totally inaccessible to
members of the Tracing Service. Indeed, we could not rely solely
on postal replies. Considerable correspondence had gone astray and
we did not want to miss a single opportunity of seeing at least one of
these wide-spread enquiries lead to a positive result. Delays were
frequent : delegates of the ICRC often arrived at their destination
several days before the receipt of the telegram announcing their
arrival, letters from the authorities or private correspondents took
several weeks to reach us. In the meantime, families without in-
formation concerning their relatives were anxiously awaiting news.

The Tracing Service received requests for information from all
parts of the world. In September it was decided that the Head of
the Service would accompany a doctor-delegate of the ICRC on a
journey of over 4,500 km. throughout the Congo1. A sturdy,
although somewhat ancient DC3, fitted up as a cargo plane and
packed with medicaments and surgical appliances, landed the
delegates successively at Banningville and Inongo (Leopoldville
Province), Coquilhatville, Gemena and Lisala (Equator), Stanley-
ville (Eastern Province), Goma, Bukavu, Shabunda and Kindu-Port
Empain (Kivu), Bakwanga and Luluaburg (Kasai). At each of these

1 Plate
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twelve stops, with our lists in hand, we approached anybody and
everybody likely to be able to help us in our search—officials,
company directors, businessmen and even people sitting outside
cafes. On our return to Leopoldville six days later, we examined
the results of our trip : out of 139 " cases " dealt with, 66 had been
" solved " ; for 17 others we had obtained information which would
enable us to continue our searches with some hope of success. We
had delivered about 20 family messages and collected another 68,
for the most part from settlers and missionaries in the interior.
Finally, we had made a list of 77 European officials and settlers who
had remained on the spot, which saved us the trouble of opening
new enquiries later.

The delay or entire stoppage in means of communication made
it necessary to open numerous enquiries for nearly all the individual
" cases ". For this reason, we asked for the help of regional corres-
pondents of the ICRC Delegation, territorial administrators and
district commissioners, register offices, big firms, embassies and
consulates, in short, all the organizations and people likely to help
with our work.

We may add that at times we were lucky. For example, in-
Luluaburg, as on our previous stops, we questioned dozens of people
in vain about a settler who had fled to the Ruanda-Urundi, while
his wife and children had left in the other direction. No-one knew
what had happened to this family, separated since the tragic
events of July. We were patiently repeating the names on our lists
when someone called out : " You're looking for T...? You'll find
him in the bar of the X Hotel across the square. He arrived here less
than.an hour ago ". A few minutes later Mr. T... was telling us of his
adventures and his unexpected meeting with his native wife and
children somewhere in Northern Kasai. He immediately wrote a
message for his relatives in Europe.

Another time a commercial traveller, back from a long journey
through the province, visited us in our Leopoldville office after
hearing from friends that we had been trying to trace him in the
local press. He sat down at once to write his return message and
gave us the names of Europeans he had met in the interior. Finally
he said : "If anybody asks you about the C... children, I can give you
the very latest news ". Indeed, we had been trying to get in touch
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with Mrs. C... and her children for over two months. According to
some, she had fled to Angola, while others said that they were living
in a little village in the Lower Congo. We had not been able to trace
them anywhere. Our visitor told us that he had put the two little
girls in a boarding-school in Leopoldville. On our arrival there, we
heard the latest news about the mother and the youngest child,
which we sent on to the head of the family who had been obliged to
return to Europe in dramatic circumstances.

We did not receive individual enquiries only. The Belgian
authorities sent us, at first by teleprinter and later through the
Central Agency in Geneva, lists of hundreds of persons under
enquiry. Requests for news were also received from various embas-
sies and consulates, National Red Cross Societies and the armed
forces of the United Nations (UNOC) in Leopoldville and Elisabeth-
ville. In September the diplomatic mission of a large European
country asked us to trace 62 of its nationals in the six provinces ; in
January we were able to supply 60 replies, of which 53 were
positive.

We were less successful with a list of 118 persons sought by the
National Society of a British protectorate. Numerous names were
mis-spelt, others almost illegible ; the addresses were incomplete or
even unknown. To quote only one example among many, we never
succeeded in tracing the " cotton farmer " for whom the only detail
given consisted in his surname (no Christian name, nationality or
the slightest mention of his last known address). People tend to
forget that the Congo is 2,000 km. from North to South and the same
distance from East to West, and that the Province of Katanga alone
is a large as the whole of Spain.

For a Tracing Service, enquiries containing incomplete particul-
ars mean a considerable amount of extra work. If the enquirer
wants to receive news of a relative presumed to be missing, the
application must be written legibly and include the surname and
Christian names, date and place of birth, nationality, profession,
last known private address or that of the employer ; additional
information should be given, where possible, concerning the family,
place and date of last news received, names and addresses of other
people likely to be able to assist in the search, etc. When we are
asked to trace a family " living about 25 km. from Stanleyville ",
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in reality we should have to explore a territory of 2,000 km. square
—provided we had the time and the means to do so. However, if
the address cannot be given, but perhaps the profession and em-
ployer of the head of the family, or the school of one of the children,
our chances of success are more hopeful.

We were once asked to trace an engineer, married and father of
three children, living in Leopoldville in an avenue unknown to the
police and the taxi-drivers. It took us two days to discover the
proper name of this important thoroughfare. Since no house-
number had been given, we then went from door to door, from one
end of the street to the other. A native woman told us in Lingala,
without raising her eyes from the ground, that the only engineer
who had lived there had returned to Europe. However, a school
teacher, married and father of three children, had recently moved
out for an unknown destination. His wife had taught in a school, but
no-one could tell us the name, neither that of the three children's
school. But we had found out enough to discover, an hour later, the
former engineer turned schoolmaster in a large high-school of the
city. But to do this we had to know that he was married and the
father of three children!

In addition to its usual work of opening enquiries and transmit-
ting family messages, the Service dealt with special cases, for
example the repatriation of civilians isolated in the bush without
financial resources or protection. One day, while we were trying to
trace an adventurous settler of unknown nationality, we found him
in a suburban prison, waiting apparently quite contentedly and
patiently to be released. The prison officials had omitted to notify
the consulate concerned. We therefore arranged for him to be taken
to the nearest port, where he took a ship for Europe.

When cars abandoned along the wayside by the refugees were
laid up in warehouses, the Red Cross Tracing Service was asked to
identify the owners by means of the registration numbers. Needless
to say, this was work for which perseverance, intuition—and a large
measure of luck—were essential.

The Congolese assistant taking part in the work of the Tracing
Service continued to make steady progress. This was very fortunate,
for by the time most of the European cases had been settled, the
number of natives needing our help was increasing.
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After the disturbances in July, further troubles began to cause
victims among the native population. Violent tribal warfare and
troop movements in the Kasai region forced the natives to leave
their villages in a hurry and those living in towns to take refuge in
the bush. As soon as they arrived in Leopoldville, the Baluba
refugees were sent back to the Bakwanga region. Disarmed soldiers,
considered as civilians, were moved on according to the means of
transport available, regardless of their recruiting centres. It should
be remembered, in this connection, that Congolese soldiers live
with their families in the camps. However, during the last few
months of 1960, many of them fell into enemy hands, were released
and sent to places sometimes hundreds of miles away from the
camp where their wives and children were waiting.

It is easy therefore to imagine the anxiety caused by these
events. Our mail increased, and also the stream of visitors. Some of
the officials, employees, etc. spoke fluent French, others spoke
nothing but Lingala or Kikongo. They found a willing helper in
our assistant, who could speak to them in their own language and
deal with each request as required.

Numerous new enquiries had to be opened on the same " cases "
when some unofficial lists (we never received official lists) proved to
be useless, owing to the inadequacy of the information supplied.
These often included persons with the same surnames, without any
mention of first names or ages. However, with the help of voluntary
correspondents, the results of our efforts were far beyond our
expectations.

At the beginning of this year, the Service had dealt with 639
cases (excluding Katanga) concerning 2,500 persons, of which
439 were conclusive and 434 were favourable (92.5%). Most of the
persons sought (and whose cases were not yet settled) are probably
in the Eastern Province or in the Kivu, which were particularly
affected by the events. The number of enquiries opened (and sub-
sequent reminders) reached well over a thousand.

In a country shaken by tribal and political rivalries, the tracing
of missing persons and the transmission of family messages are of
great importance ; these services are now working so efficiently that
the member of the Central Agency staff was able to return to
Geneva in February 1961, well assured that the Service set up six
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months earlier could continue its work under the responsibility of
the Congolese assistant, with the consent of the National Red
Cross Society 1.

The Service will continue to carry on in Leopoldville, for the next
few months, this traditional activity of the ICRC, by which the cost
will be borne. Later the work will be entrusted to the Congolese
Red Cross, which will thus become the first of the newly constituted
African States to have a Tracing Service in accordance with the
provisions of the Geneva Convention of 1949.

Ed. L. J.

ICRC ACTIVITIES IN ALGERIA

A mission of the International Committee of the Red Cross, the
eighth since 1955, went to Algeria from January 25 to February 23,
1961, in order to visit the principal centres and prisons in which
arrested persons had been detained as a result of the events. This
mission, which consisted of Mr. Pierre Gaillard, Mr. Roger Vust and
Dr. J . L. de Chastonay, visited 61. places of detention of various
categories, as well as hospitals in which there were prisoners and
detainees2. During the course of these visits, relief supplies were
handed over to persons under detention. Wherever they went the
delegates of the ICRC were able to talk without witnesses and at
length with detainees whom they themselves had selected or with
those who had expressed the wish to speak with them.

The report dealing with these visits was handed to the French
Government on 7th March. In addition, the head of the ICRC mis-
sion submitted its main observations and suggestions to Mr. Jean

1 Plate
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