
M I S C E L L A N E O U S

A NOTE ON N. I. PIROGOV

In the Annales de droit international medical1, Dr. E. Evrard
has contributed a paper on a work, published in 1849 and written
by a Russian doctor, Nikolai Ivanovitch Pirogov, a contemporary
of Florence Nightingale and Henry Dunant.

By his pioneering work in military medicine and surgery and
his concern with the amelioration of the condition of the wounded
and sick in armies in the field, Pirogov stands out as a forerunner
in the struggle for humanitarian rules that was to result in the
signature of the First Geneva Convention and the founding of a
Red Cross Society in Russia. International Review has already given
in the past an account of the qualities this energetic and enter-
prising soul displayed as doctor and surgeon in caring for the large
number of soldiers wounded in battle, in particular during the
Crimean War.

The publication in question, a general outline of which is given
by Dr. Evrard, is in fact a medical report of more than 200 pages
written by Pirogov on the completion of a mission which he carried
out in 1847 as surgeon with a Russian expeditionary force in
Dagestan. The campaign was directed against mountain tribes, led
by the Imam Shamil, who were holding the high plateaux and
valleys in the Caucasus. Pirogov took part in the siege of Salty, a
village perched high on top of a rocky eminence and, during the
days after it was stormed, dressed the wounds of friends and foes
alike and operated on them using ether, a practice which had just
been introduced in surgery.

Dr. Evrard writes:
" Several passages in Pirogov's report clearly and unmistakably

establish that those of Shamil's partisans who were wounded and
made prisoner at the siege of Salty were carried to the Russian
ambulance tent, with the same consideration as was given to Russian
soldiers, and that they were treated and operated upon there. Some
were anaesthetized, despite the limited quantities of ether available,

1 Commission midico-juridique, Monaco, No. 23.
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which might have justified the restriction of its use solely to the
Russian wounded . . .

. . . In short, Pirogov's account testifies to the fact that the
enemy wounded were cared for by him as well as by his military
colleagues just the same as the Russians were. The rules in force in
international armed conflicts where two national armies face each
other were applied equally to rebel groups . . . "

Regarding the protection of the adversary's ambulances and
medical personnel, it could be stated that there was none, and the
idea of security to which Pirogov referred several times well shows
that at the time ambulances and temporary hospitals were not
recognized places of refuge on which protection had been conferred.
The status and duties of military doctors and surgeons, too, were
still not what they were to become some twenty years later. The
author of this interesting study goes on to point out:

. . . We have just seen that Shamil's partisans did not have
any medical personnel attached to their units as army doctors and
that the Caucasian doctors were there only in their private capacity
to care for any men wounded in combat. For the Russian military
doctors, Pirogov does not spare his praise for they shared all
the hardships and dangers of army life, lived in the forts with their
batallion and offered medical assistance under enemy fire.

" There is not one example of any of them in the Caucasus
hesitating to move forward into danger," Pirogov wrote; " Indeed
it often happened that they were wounded or killed while carrying
out their duty, There was even the case of a doctor advancing at
the head of a small detachment which, under his command, took
a fortified position."

Might not this doctor, leading troops in battle, constitute a
kind of proof of the combatant status attached for half a century
to the military doctors and nursing orderlies of that time? It
might perhaps be venturesome to make that assertion only on the
basis of a single example quoted by Pirogov, but its very mention,
among the praises he lavished on the military doctors, confirms
the notion that in that period there was no insistence on the " neu-
trality " of medical personnel, as there was to be after the Geneva
Convention of 1864 . . .
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