
Two great figures in Red Cross history

Among the friends and supporters of Henry Dunant, two
Dutchmen take an outstanding place : Dr. J. H. C. Basting and
Captain C. W. M. van de Velde1.

Dr. Johan Hendrik Christiaan Basting was born in Enkhuizen
on September 20, 1817. His father was an administrative officer
in the Dutch navy and directed a military hospital. However, he
died in 1821, so that the son cannot have had a real recollection of
his father. On the other hand, his warm feelings towards his mother
were always to guide him.

Basting chose the medical profession and from 1834 to 1839 he
attended lectures at the school for military medicine at Utrecht.
Many great physicians received their initial training from this
institute. One of the students with Basting was F. C. Donders,
who was to become the famous ophthalmologist. In 1839, Basting,
at 22, became an army-surgeon, class III, and served in various
garrisons until 1853. Then in 1854 he was in Gorinchem as Head
Surgeon of the garrison. Here he met his future wife, Miss A. F.
Kattenbusch, whom he married in the same year. A short stay in
Leyden was used to prepare a dissertation on diseases among
soldiers during 1854 in the Leyden garrison. As a young doctor of
medicine, Basting came to The Hague and it was during that time
until 1866 that he was to become one of the promoters of the Red
Cross idea.

In his spare time, Basting liked the study of languages and
literature and at the age of 40 he learned English and Spanish. This
talent has had a great importance for the Red Cross, because
Basting became the great mainstay for Dunant being able to express

1 Plate.
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himself fluently in foreign languages. When he received through
a Swiss friend a copy of Souvenir de Solferino, Basting became
greatly impressed by the possibilities which were offered by this
book. At the request of Dunant himself, he translated it into
Dutch, which came out in April 1863 with a preface and an epilogue.
The whole of the year 1863 was to be dominated by the Red Cross
for Basting. In August he was Dutch representative at the Berlin
Statistical Congress and before that he had corresponded with
Dunant and offered to support the idea of the neutralisation of the
voluntary aid personnel and the wounded, if Dunant wished to bring
this point up during the Congress. The latter did not take this
seriously, since he did not see how a Congress devoted to statistics
could possibly be an instrument for his ideas. When, however, the
congress for charity which was also to be held in Berlin, was can-
celled (Basting was the first to inform Geneva of the set-back), he
seized Basting's proposal with both hands, because it could give
him the opportunity of making his ideas widely known in Germany.
Dunant went alone, and " voluntarily ", to Berlin, and the other
members of the Committee of Five received the news that he had
brought up the question of neutralization before the Congress
without any enthusiasm. His ideas already went further than the
programme which the Geneva Committee wanted to submit to an
international meeting. Dunant thought of neutrality when he met
Dr. Basting and his wife in Berlin. This meeting was to be of
historical importance for the Red Cross.

Basting was secretary of the 4th section dealing with death
statistics of military and civil personnel, and Dunant was of course
only an observer and had a merely indirect influence on the debates.
After the first session, he felt a little disappointed because he had
not found as much response as he had hoped. The subsequent story
of the Congress and the role of Dunant in it is well known.

We want, however, to mention once more the part taken by
Dr. Basting. He had realized at once the value of the idea of
neutralisation and stimulated Dunant to follow his own line in
Berlin, without thinking of the scepticism at home. Together they
formulated the three points of the Berlin Congress, in which the
neutralisation of the medical and hospital personnel and the

352



TWO GREAT FIGURES IN RED CROSS HISTORY

wounded is stated as being highly desirable.1 A report on this
question was translated into German by Basting and read in a
session of the 4th section. The incident on the bridge over the river
Spree, where the manuscript of this report nearly went astray is
well known. This is how Mrs. Basting tells the story in a letter to
the President of the International Committee of the Red Cross in
Geneva, on November 28, 1870, shortly after the death of her
husband:

" There are some details about Berlin, such as the piece of paper, on
which was written the proposal which Basting wanted to submit to the
Congress and which was blown away by a sudden gust of wind on the
bridge over the Spree, just as he was translating it from German into
French for Dunant; fortunately a beggar happened to pick it up and
gave it back to Basting, who could not otherwise have submitted the
proposal, since he was unable to express himself sufficiently well in
German. I always saw the hand of God in this incident, intervening
through a beggar in such a way. I still recall how Dunant wept for joy
when the proposal was accepted ».2

The importance of the three " Berlin points " distributed to the
Governments without the knowledge of the other members of the
Geneva Committee had been quite well understood by Dr. Basting.
On one of the copies (in the archives of the Netherlands Red Cross)
he annotated : " This document has been formulated without the
knowledge of the Geneva Committee by its representative Henry
Dunant and myself and signed by him. At his own expense (and

1 The three points included in the circular letter of September 15, 1863
written and sent from Berlin by Dunant, can be summarized as follows :

a) European governments give their full support to the National Com-
mittees,

b) Governments declare that henceforth military medical personnel and
those dependent on them, including voluntary first-aid workers be regarded
as neutral by belligerents,

c) Governments give all transport facilities to personnel and charitable
supplies sent by these Societies to territory over-run by war.

2 Translated from the original French text which reads as follows : « II y
a des details de Berlin, comme d'un papier sur lequel la proposition que
Basting voulut faire au congres 6tait 6crit en allemand, qui s'envolait par un
coup de vent sur le pont de la Spr6e, au moment que Basting voulait le
traduire pour M. Dunant; un pauvre mendiant qui se trouvait par hasard la
ramassa le papier et le rendit a Basting, qui d£pourvu de ce document
n'aurait pu faire la proposition, ne sachant alors pas s'exprimer assez dans
la langue allemande. J'y ai toujours vu la benediction de Dieu, d'entrevenir
par moyen d'un mendiant et par une telle bagatelle. Je me rappelle encore
les larmes de joie de Dunant quand la proposition fut accepted ».
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this was considerable because of the urgent character of the matter)
Dunant had 500 copies printed which he distributed immediately
in Berlin and sent to the governments which had already received
the first memorandum from the Committee. Only because of the
proposals in this document, the governments sent delegates to
Geneva. If it had not been made the summons for an official con-
ference he would have remained a " vox damans in deserto ". And
without the following declaration of neutrality the aid societies
could not have been ready for action in war time, nor could their
aims have been attained. Even during the conference of 1863, the
Geneva Committee did not understand the importance of neutrali-
sation, so that General Dufour made a proposal to leave the point
out. I had to stress that we had come to Geneva only for this
purpose and not for the foundation of an aid society belonging to
the domain of charity. When other delegates supported my
declaration (those of Prussia, Baden, Austria, etc.) the question of
neutralisation was discussed and the outcome of our debates were
" wishes " communicated to the governments. These wishes are
the basis of the Geneva Convention which has recently been dis-
cussed in Paris (1864) ".

The International Conference in Geneva, in October 1863,
immediately followed the Berlin Congress. In a personal and
confidential letter, Dunant described Basting's part in this Con-
ference to Dr. Haje, of Amsterdam, who published a book on the
beginning of the Red Cross (letter of June 1896) :

" Already at the Geneva Congress, in 1863, he had had almost to
quarrel in session with Mr. M. (Moynier), to force him to submit the
question of " neutralisation " for discussion at the last meeting, and it
was then decided that the Congress would express its wishes accordingly
apart from the resolutions. Without Basting, who was supported by
Loefner, my idea of " neutralisation " would not have been considered,
in view of Mr. M.'s opposition. He carried his hostility to this so far
that when I returned (to Geneva) in October 1863 from the Berlin
Statistical Congress, he treated the idea as being impossible. At the first
meeting of the Geneva Committee of Five, after my return from Berlin,
Dresden and Vienna, I asked Mr. M. (to whom I had of course sent my
circular from Berlin) : " Well, what do you think of my idea of neutrali-
sation ? " His answer was : " We considered that you had asked for the
impossible" (sic). But, when Mr. M. saw, during the last meeting of the
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Conference on October 29, 1863, that Basting, with his Dutch tenacity,
was firmly standing up to him and that he was upheld in this by the
assembly's murmur of approval, he quickly trimmed his sailsaccordingly.
He is not a lawyer for nothing.

As for myself, I could never have done what Basting did ; I was too
frightened of compromising all that had already been obtained (the
resolutions) and besides, General Dufour and the two doctors (Appia
and Maunoir) thought like Mr. M.".1

After 1863 Basting had to return to his daily job as a medical
officer and since then we do not find him participating on the inter-
national level of the Red Cross movement. He became on the other
hand the fervent champion of a national aid society in his own
country. He began writing a pamphlet entitled " Appeal to my
country ", in April 1864, in which he demanded the founding of a
Netherlands aid society. In this he rightly mentioned how much
Denmark and Prussia had to deplore the non-existence of such a
society during the war of Schleswig-Holstein of 1864. But after
all it lasted until 1867, before King William III founded the
Netherlands Red Cross. In Belgium the development was more
rapid : even before the Geneva Convention, an aid society had been
founded. Basting visited this society and reported his findings on
his return home. Together with Captain van de Velde he was
nominated honorary member of this sister society.

1 Translated from the original French text which reads as follows :
« Deja, au congres de 1863 a Geneve il a fallu, en stance, qu'il se disputat

presque avec M. M. pour 1'obliger a mettre la question de « neutralisation »
en discussion dans la derniere stance, et c'est alors que Ton a d£cid6 que le
congres 6mettrait des voeux outre les resolutions.

Sans Basting, soutenu par Loeffler, mon id£e de «neutralisation des
blesses » n'eut pas 6te prise en consideration, vu que M. M. y 6tait trop
hostile. II l'e'tait a un tel point que, le meme mois (octobre 1863) quand je
suis revenu du congres de statistique de Berlin il traitait cette id£e d'impos-
sibilit6 : lors de la premiere reunion du comite genevois des 5 membres,
apres mon retour de Berlin, Dresde, Vienne, je demandais en stance, a M. M.
(auquel j'avais envoys, bien entendu, ma circulaire de Berlin) « Eh bien,
qu'avez-vous pens6 de mon id6e de neutralisation ? » M. M. me r&pondit:
« Nous avons pens6 que vous aviez demandd une chose impossible (sic).
Mais, quand il a vu, dans la derniere stance des conferences, le 29 octobre
1863, que Basting, avec sa t£nacit6 hollandaise, lui tenait tete fermement et
fortement soutenu par le murmure approbateur de l'Assembl6e, il a lestement
retourn£ sa barque. II n'est pas avocat pour rien.

Moi, je ne pouvais pas faire ce que Basting a fait, j'avais trop peur de
compromettre ce qui avait deja 6t6 obtenu (les resolutions) et d'ailleurs le
G6n6ral Dufour et les deux medecins pensaient comme M. M., je ne pouvais
pas insister comme Basting a fait. »
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In 1867 Basting was one of the Dutch Government delegates at
the First International Red Cross Conference in Paris, where he
was secretary of the jury for awarding prizes for stretchers and
ambulances. The foundation of the first local Red Cross Committee
(The Hague, Utrecht, Bergen op Zoom in which garrison he had
worked since 1866) was greatly encouraged by Basting who, in
publications and at meetings, advocated the cause of organized
voluntary aid. Although there was no direct menace of war in the
Netherlands at that time, people of experience felt that " prevention
was better than cure ". In one of his publications, Basting made a
plea for the so-called removal of the wounded in war, the system that
had proved so useful during the wars of 1859,1864 and 1866. It goes
without saying that Basting saw a big task ahead for local Red
Cross committees if this system was to be more generally adopted.

When the franco-Prussian war broke out, Basting was already
seriously ill, but he still gave his valuable advice about the equip-
ment to be used in ambulances, etc., while through his international
relations he remained in contact with what was going on in Europe.
When his English friend John Furley reported on his journey to
the continent in order to organise British voluntary aid on the
battlefields, Basting passed this information on through the news-
papers to the Dutch public, thus disseminating the Red Cross idea.

On September 24, 1870, Dr. Basting died at the age of 54. The
young Netherlands Red Cross was then just engaged in its first
period of activity, serving the ideal that Basting had roused in the
country. On his grave, the society put a stone in memory of the
promoter of the Geneva Convention. He had lived up to the device
of his home town Enkhuizen : " Candide et constanter ", a device
that could well be also that of the Red Cross.

Mrs. Basting went back to Gorinchem, where she served in the
local women's committee for the Red Cross until her death in 1896.
She had always been a more businesslike person than her husband
and it seems that she had always kept a rather objective attitude
towards Henry Dunant. At the end of her life, she renewed the
correspondence with Dunant in Heiden. It is worth drawing
attention to two of Mrs. Basting's letters to Dunant.1

1 They can be found in the work by Alexis Francis, Le Berceau de la
Croix-Rouge, Geneva, 1918, pp. 320-323.

356





(Photo H. G. L, Schimmelpenningh, La Haye)



TWO GREAT FIGURES IN RED CROSS HISTORY

The reaction of Dunant to these letters of the old lady who had
been with him years ago in Berlin during the critical period of
endeavour after Solferino can be seen in a letter to Dr. Haje :
" Mrs. Basting's letters opened my eyes to an astonishing degree.
She had even been convinced herself by the story that I had bought
the manuscript of Un Souvenir de Solferino from a French officer !
You can see by this how far malice can go " 1.

* *

If Dr. Basting had been first of all a Dutch military surgeon
with a keen insight into the essential value of the programme of
the Red Cross for the practice of his profession quite another sort
of promoter of Dunant's idea was Captain Charles William Meredith
van de Velde. Born in 1818, he was destined for a career as a naval
officer. During that time of his life, he developed his talent for
designing and painting and became director of the Topographical
Institute in Batavia (Djakarta). For reasons of health he had to
leave the military service and in 1844 began the wandering life of the
artist and philanthropist. Van de Velde was in Palestine where he
painted in water-colours and carried out topographic works, and
in Cape Colony, where he supported the mission for French seamen.
(For this activity he received the Legion of Honour.) As a represent-
ative of an international society he visited the oppressed Maronites
in the Near East and so we are not at all surprised to find him in
Geneva as friend and early supporter of Henry Dunant.

In August 1863 van de Velde gave his address as : Maison
Dunant, Puits St. Pierre, Geneva. In a letter to Basting he des-
cribes a discussion he had with their common friend Dunant. When
van de Velde had said that Dunant and his supporters should at
once establish a centre for practical aid in the Polish-Russian war,
Dunant had replied : " My work is to create committees all over
the world which can make preparations for the big world-war of
which the Prophets are speaking, and which is nearer than one

1 Translated from the original French text which reads as follows :
t Les lettres de Mme Basting m'ont ouvert les yeux a un point 6tonnant. On
lui avait persuade a elle-meme, que j'avais achet6 le manuscrit du Souvenir
de Solfirino d'un officier francais. Vous pouvez voir par la jusqu'ou va la
m6chancet6 ».
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realizes ". Van de Velde thinks this too much theory, and misses
in Dunant the element of self-denial.

In 1863, van de Velde was one of the delegates in the inter-
national conference where the proposals of the Committee of Five
(and as we have already seen above) were discussed. As observer,
who had to learn much himself, he did not take an active part in
the discussions but several times he could bring the delegates back
to the more practical questions, as was the case when " Mr. van de
Velde asked that consideration be given to one thing which had
been rather forgotton until then, namely, that before the close of the
meeting a decision should be reached upon the procedure to be
adopted regarding the foundation in every country of such com-
mittees, instituted in theory by the resolutions of the Conference." x

In Geneva, one realized the usefulness of this Dutchman,
internationally experienced and free to travel at his own expense.
Already in 1864 we see van de Velde as a delegate of the Inter-
national Committee going to Denmark, at the same time that
Dr. Appia visited the opposing side, Prussia. In Denmark, van de
Velde did not find the reception he had hoped for. The aid society
did not like a foreigner to interfere in its work (which was moreover
organized very effectively) and the military authorities mistrusted
the whole idea of voluntary auxiliary ambulance personnel on the
battlefield and between the lines. The many discussions van de
Velde had with the highest Danish authorities were not very
satisfactory. We must keep in mind that the Geneva Convention
was not yet a fact (it was to be adopted later on in the year) and
the delegate of Geneva could only express wishes for a more or
less private conference. And secondly the situation of Denmark
was not such as to expect great enthusiasm for any other matter
than the nation's troubles.

That van de Velde had been a real predecessor of the ICRC
delegate of today can be seen from the report on his mission to
Denmark :

1 Translated from the original French text which reads as follows :
« M. van de Velde demande que Ton songe a une chose qui a 6t6 un peu
oublife jusqu'ici, savoir a se concerter avant de se se'parer sur la maniere
dont il faudra proc6der pour cr6er pratiquement, dans chaque pays, ces
comit6s qu'instituent en th6orie les resolutions de la Conference. »
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The first part of my task was to obtain information ; the second part
was to identify myself with this brave people struck by the scourge of
war. When I say, identify myself, I do not mean this politically, but in
the moral sense of the word and from the point of view of the suffering,
of the anguish of those with parents and friends in the army who were
exposed night and day to enemy fire or to the pernicious fevers brought
on by the physical hardships of the soldier's life in the field.1

On his return from Copenhagen, van de Velde went to Vienna,
where he discussed with the leaders of the " Patriotischer Hiilfs-
Verein " the possibilities of that Society co-operating with the
Committee in Geneva. At the end of his report, he was able to
state that a new committee had been founded in order to establish
contact between the Hilfs-Verein and Geneva. So we see van de
Velde closely linked, on behalf of the International Committee,
with the development of two of the oldest Red Cross Societies.

After these missions, we do not hear about van de Velde until
1870. He lived in Brussels and devoted himself to his art, painting
water-colours, when the war of 1870 broke out. He immediately
offered his services to the Netherlands Red Cross and at the same
time asked the advice of Moynier, President of the ICRC. The
Central Board of the Netherlands Red Cross entrusted him (one of
its honorary members) with an ambulance which was to be set up
in the neighbourhood of Paris. From there, the ambulance was
directed to Versailles and with the help of the local committee, van
de Velde was able to install his Dutch hospital in the famous
palace. To Moynier he reports on September 17 :

At the request of the Prefet Mr. Charton and with the enthusiastic
support of the local Versailles committee, I installed myself in Louis
XIV's great palace, where at the present moment we are already dealing
with twenty cases of typhoid fever (in the great hall of the marshals) and
five wounded in another hall. To turn the available space in this vast
building into quarantine quarters with medical services, etc. has been

1 Translated from the original French text which reads as follows :
« Me renseigner etait bien la premiere partie de la tahe que j'avais a accom-
plir : m'identifier avec ce brave peuple frappe par le fleau de la guerre etait
la seconde. M'identifier, je m'explique, non pas dans le sens politique,
mais dans le sens moral du mot, et au point de vue des souffrances, des
angoisses de ceux qui avaient dans l'armee leurs parents, leurs amis, exposes
nuit et jour au feu de l'ennemi ou aux nevres pernicieuses que d6veloppent
les miseres physiques de la vie du soldat en campagne. »
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my biggest task which has been occupying me for the past three days.
This would have been impossible without the considerable help which I
received from the local committee. Now, all is as well as can be expected
and I hope, with the devoted assistance of my surgeons and doctors
and in the healthy air of our surroundings, that the sick and wounded
will rapidly recover their health in cases in which a cure is possible. I
am in the process of increasing the present number of beds from 135 to
300. At the same time, and in agreement with the enthusiastic president
of the local committee, Mr. Horace de la Roche, we are forming a mobile
ambulance for the fighting around Versailles. Here I am then in the
middle of doing a fine and important work. May God support and
protect us! Mr. Rossceur St. Hilaire is my Protestant chaplain. Our
many devoted friends will be overjoyed to hear this. But, would you
tell them that I recommend this work to their benevolent support.
We are expecting the Prussians in a day or two. It is said that the King
will install himself at Versailles. It is not likely to be in the palace,
neutralised as it is by my ambulances and contaminated by twenty
cases of typhoid ".1

A serious incident took place when the Prussians occupied
Versailles : their chief medical officer, Dr. Kirchner, claimed the
palace and the Dutch ambulance. Although this was not in accord-
ance with the Geneva Convention, van de Velde had to content
himself with continuing the work of the Dutch hospital as a unit
of the large German hospital. From his letters, we learn how

1 Translated from the original French text which reads as follows:
« C'est sur la priere du Prefet M. Charton et avec le concours z616 du Comite
local de Versailles que je me suis installe au grand chateau de Louis XIV ou
a 1'heure qu'il est d6ja 20 fievres typhoides (dans la grande salle des mar(§-
chaux) et 5 blessds (dans une autre salle) sont confies k nos soins. Convertir
les salles disponibles dans cet immense batiment en lazaret avec tout son
service medical etc. etc. c'6tait la tache importante et gigantesque dont j'ai
eu a m'occuper les 3 derniers jours. Sans le concours considerable du Comite
local, cela aurait ete une impossibilite. Maintenant tout marche pour le
mieux ; et j'ose esperer qu'avec le devouement de mes chirurgiens et mldecins,
et dans l'air salubre de l'endroit les malades et blesses retrouveront rapide-
ment leur sante, pour autant que guerison soit possible. Je suis en train de
computer notre nombre de lits (aujourd'hui 135) au chiffre de 300. En meme
temps, et d'accord avec le zele president du Comit6 local, M. Horace de la
Roche, nous nous mettons en mesure de former une petite ambulance
volante pour les combats dans les environs de Versailles. Me voila done
Ianc6 dans une ceuvre belle et importante ; Que le Secours d'en-haut nous y
soutienne et nous benisse ! M. Rossceur St. Hilaire est mon aumdnier pro-
testant. Nos nombreux et d6voues amis se r6jouiront quand ils l'apprendront,
Mais veuillez leur dire que je recommande cette ceuvre a leur bienveillant
secours. Nous attendons dans 1 ou 2 jours les Prussines. On dit que le Roi
s'etablira a Versailles. Certes pas au Chateau neutralise par mon ambulance
et empest6 par mes 20 fievres typhoTdes. »
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difficult human relations could be within the large palace filled with
wounded and the military. The atmosphere in the Dutch quarters
and the skill of its doctors and personnel however proved to be
good enough to make Dr. Kirchner and his staff revise their attitude
and in the end they tried to get on a more friendly footing with the
Dutchmen. Van de Velde described the working of his ambulance
in a small booket and pointed out that his experience had taught
that the sending of international ambulances to the front was
undesirable. In the third line, behind the front, such ambulances
could do much good ; between the lines, they gave rise to all sorts
of provocations. He had experienced this himself when trying to
go through the lines in order to get some foodstuffs and other
goods that had been sent from England.

When the war was over, van de Velde resumed his wanderings ;
he lived alternately in Geneva, Fribourg. and Besancon, devoting
his time to art and to humanitarian work. As a member of the
" e"glise libre " in France, he practised Christian charity in a very
unselfish, way. In 1898 Charles William Meredith van de Velde
died in Menton. When Dunant heard of the death of this friend of
his younger days, he wrote to Dr. Haje : " I am announcing the
death of my best Dutch friend, Captain van de Velde, whom I
thought had died long ago. He was very devoted at the beginning
of the Work. He was in Denmark during the Schleswig war, where
he was not always everywhere well received. However, the old
Queen of Denmark wept when van de Velde told her that he had
come from the Geneva Committee on behalf of the wounded." 1

J. H. ROMBACH

1 Translated from the original French text which reads as follows :
« Je vous envoie l'annonce de la mort du capitaine van de Velde, mon
meilleur ami hollandais, que je croyais mort depuis longtemps. II a 6t6 tres
deVoue dans les commencements de l'GEuvre. II a 6t6 en Danemark lors de
la guerre de Schleswig, ou il n'avait pas ete tres bien recu par tout le monde.
Cependant la vieille reine de Danemark s'est mise a pleurer quand van de
Velde lui a dit qu'il venait de la part d'un comity de Geneve pour les blesses ».
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