
BOOKS AND REVIEWS

DRAGO ARSENIJEVIC: OTAGES VOLONTAIRES DES SS x

What the ICRC did for concentration camp detainees constitutes
a chapter in World War Two history of ICRC activities of which
little is known or properly understood. The only reference book so
far was the International Committee's report published in 1946,
L'activite du CICR en faveur des civils detenus dans les camps de
concentration en Allemagne, which, in the form of a " white paper ",
outlined the steps taken by the ICRC, quoted correspondence
exchanged with German and Allied authorities, and reproduced
large extracts from reports drawn up by its delegates in the camps.
In a book written on the same subject, Mr. Arsenijevic has pro-
duced further evidence regarding the events during that sombre
period and, with a historian's objectivity, has succeeded in recon-
structing the struggle between the ICRC and the Third Reich's
security services. Using many as yet unpublished documents and
basing himself on the narratives and reminiscences of persons who
were either themselves involved in the tragedy or who witnessed it,
he has revived those historical events and shed light on the per-
sonality of those who took part in them:

" What I think worth while relating is not just the single combat
waged by an institution, even though that unequal encounter
between a humanitarian body and a regime which crushed the
dignity of the individual was already an important milestone in
World War Two; but, above all, the determination of a handful
of men (and, as we shall see, this is no mere figure of speech but a
reality, as there were only ten of them) who risked their lives to
save others in thoroughly exceptional circumstances. "

That " single combat " went on for twelve years: from Sep-
tember 1933, when initial approaches were made to the German
Red Cross, until the camps were liberated in May 1945. Mr. Arse-
nijevic objectively reports the failures and successes encountered

1 Editions France-Empire, Paris, 1974, 363 pages.
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in a long series of thankless and difficult tasks against the stream.
The first positive result was achieved in October 1935, when
Professor Carl J. Burckhardt approached Gruppenfuhrer Reinhard
Heydrich and obtained permission to visit three concentration
camps: Esterwegen, Dachau and Lichtenburg. Those visits, how-
ever, were an exception rather than a precedent.

" The first steps having been taken, the ICRC urged the German
authorities to allow it to visit all concentration camps. This met
with an outright refusal from Himmler's services. The International
Committee therefore decided to suspend what it had been agreed
to call • selective visits ', which could not, in fact, be systematically
repeated. There was a great risk that such visits might serve
German propaganda rather than the detainees. "

A further visit was made to Dachau in 1938, but it was too
elaborately prepared to be conclusive. By that time, the concen-
tration camp system extended over Greater Germany and the
occupied territories. In December 1941, the " Nacht und Nebel "
decree abolished any communication between deportees and the
outside world. The ICRC delegates—who visited some two million
prisoners of war and civilian internees—were stopped at the con-
centration camp gate or could at best proceed no further than the
commandant's offices. In April 1942, the German Red Cross asked
the ICRC to make no more requests for information which it was
unable to supply. In May, an inquiry sent to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs remained unanswered.

" It was hard to find a solution to the problem. Experience
was soon to show that the ICRC must cease its official approaches
in the matter of concentration camps, for two reasons: first, because
it was not entitled to make such approaches under any provisions
of international law, and, secondly, because such approaches
gave offence in the Third Reich. A major risk appeared on a horizon
already fraught with heavy threats: that once such feelings were
roused, all German doors, including those of prisoner-of-war camps,
would be closed to International Committee delegates. "

Yet despite the lack of treaty provisions, the ICRC still had the
right of initiative. Approaches were therefore resumed in Septem-
ber 1942.
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" For the Wilhelmstrasse visit, the Committee told its represen-
tatives in the Third Reich that it considered it had ' used the best
possible argument by basing the attempt on the principle of
reciprocity'. But the attempt failed, for on 22 December the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs replied that it could not comply with
the requests concerning deportees. "

There remained the possibility of having recourse to public opin-
ion, which the ICRC considered but rejected. Mr. Arsenijevic
analyses the discussions which took place in the ICRC as follows:

" Faced with the dilemma: ' Is it more important to pass
judgement and proclaim principles or to afford relief and put those
principles into practice ? ' the ICRC made its choice by opting for
relief, because the Red Cross should remain what it was in its very
essence: a relief institution rather than an international tribunal. "

It was by sending relief supplies that the ICRC managed to
look into that forbidden world. In March 1943 it was granted per-
mission to send individual parcels to deportees whose names and
addresses were known to it. It did so promptly, and acknowledge-
ment forms were attached to the parcels. A number were returned,
signed not only by the addressee but by fellow-inmates, who thereby
announced their identity and in turn could receive parcels. The
system developed like a snowball, wrote the author:

" By the end of the war, 750,000 parcels had been distributed
in concentration camps, thanks to a card-index containing
105,000 names. "

Yet the ICRC did not give up. In February 1945, it was informed
that detainees in French and Belgian territory would be allowed to
receive food parcels and send news to their families by means of
Red Cross forms. The ICRC organized a supply system operated
by trucks bearing the Red Cross emblem. In Romania and Hungary,
ICRC delegates endeavoured to further the emigration of Jews,
give them supplies and have them exempted from forced labour.
Parallel to its efforts, Jean-Marie Musy, a former president of the
Swiss Confederation, secured the evacuation of 1,200 Jews from
the Theresienstadt ghetto to Switzerland. Prince Folke Bernadotte,
Vice-President of the Swedish Red Cross, who had on several occa-
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sions arranged for the exchange of wounded or sick prisoners of
war, also made pressing approaches to the Third Reich authorities,
who in February 1945 allowed him to repatriate Scandinavian
detainees from concentration camps and to evacuate women of
other nationalities. The ICRC and its delegation in Berlin brought
continued pressure to bear on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Again
in February, the Committee was informed that Professor Carl J.
Burckhardt, then President of the ICRC, would be able to see
SS Obergruppenfiihrer Kaltenbrunner. At the meeting, held in an
inn near Constance, President Burckhardt asked Kaltenbrunner to
let ICRC delegates install themselves in concentration camps.
Mr. Arsenijevic, who reconstituted that amazing meeting, describes
the scene thus:

" Ernst Kaltenbrunner did not answer at once. It was only
when the two men were before the inn and about to enter that he
decided to speak.

' I am prepared to accept your proposal', he said, ' but on one
condition, and. that is that your delegates will stay in the camps
until their dissolution. They will be allowed to enter all camps,
including those reserved for Jews, to distribute the food and medical
supplies which you will transport in Red Cross trucks. But once
they are installed in the camps, the delegates will not be able to
leave them before the end of the war. Do you understand ? ' "

The ICRC found more delegates than it needed for that strange
mission, under the terms laid down, men who, in the words of the
writer, were to be " voluntary hostages of the SS ". By resorting
to persuasion or threats, shouldering responsibilities that would be
inconceivable in normal times (but the exception had become the
rule), sometimes taking over command of the camps, crossing front-
lines to negotiate surrender, escorting repatriated deportees, sup-
plying hungry columns along the evacuation route, they managed
to prevent the execution of orders involving the total destruction
of the camps and their inmates. The book, which draws its facts
from the most reliable sources, accurately describes the part those
men played at the time of the collapse of the Third Reich. Beyond
official reports, the writer recalls and describes those who took part
in that last rescue operation and pays a fitting tribute to their
determination:
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" To try to enter Nazi concentration camps and attempt to
prevent the SS from ' deleting ' proof of their odious crimes so
as to leave no trace behind, was a superhuman task. Yet fully
aware of what was at stake, with indomitable energy a few men
agreed to do the job. They did not always succeed, but they always
carried on to the very end."

A.D.

B. DE SCHUTTER and Chr. ELIAERTS: ,DE BESCHERMING VAN
HET INDIVIDU IN MODERNE CONFLICTSITUATIES 1

Under this title (The protection of the individual in modern
conflicts), Professor B. De Schutter and Dr. Chr. Eliaerts have
studied and analysed the draft Protocols additional to the 1949
Geneva Conventions submitted to the Diplomatic Conference
which met in Geneva for its first session in February and March
1974. Professor De Schutter was at the Conference as one of the
delegates of his country, Belgium, and is particularly well acquainted
with the subjects he examines with Dr. Eliaerts.

The book is divided into eight chapters corresponding to the
different parts of the aforementioned draft Protocols. There are
abundant notes to each chapter, and an extensive bibliography
will be found in the last chapter.

C.P.

1 Analyse van de Ontwerpprotocollen ter aanvulling van de Rode Kruis
Conventies van 1949. Centrum voor Internationaal Strafrecht, Vrije Uni-
versiteit Brussel.
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