The Geneva Conference of August 1864
as seen by the Geneva press
by Andre Durand

The Geneva Conference of August 1864 was held behind closed
doors. A drawing published in the satirical paper the Carillon de
Saint-Gervais is indicative of the reaction of journalists to this decision.
It depicts three characters, symbolizing three Geneva newspapers, the
Journal de Geneve, La Democratic suisse and the Carillon de SaintGervais, locked out of the International Congress whose door bears a
sign saying "no entry". The caption translates as follows: Tribune open
to the press, courtesy of the International Congress".1 This was probably
the first manifestation of a certain reserve which has been apparent on
occasion in relations between the humanitarian agencies and the media.
Happily, times have changed. Nowadays, information and dissemination have become essential components of the policy of the International
Committee of the Red Cross, and it may safely be assumed that a
cartoonist illustrating an International Conference would now show the
doors wide open.
It must be borne in mind that the 1864 Conference was a diplomatic
gathering, convened by the Swiss Federal Council. The Swiss Government possibly had reason to fear that the success of the Conference
might be jeopardized by political comment or even incidents. At the
time, the policies followed by the big powers were vigorously contested
by a section of the Swiss press, particularly the radical press. The
empires of the times, which were engaged in a policy of territorial
conquest or repression of ethnic minority independence movements,
1
Carillon de Saint-Gervais, drawing by F61ix, 13 August 1864, No. 33. See reproduction on page 283.
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would not have appreciated their representatives being taken as targets
for demonstrations or criticism. It should be noted that the Geneva
Conference of 1863, which was organized by the International Committee, had also been a private affair.
Nevertheless, the International Committee was well aware of the
value of widespread information and of the need to secure the support
of public opinion as a prerequisite for its development. At the Committee's first meeting on 17 February 1863, Dr. Th6odore Maunoir had
emphasized the fundamental value of information: "It would be useful
if the Committee kept agitating, if the expression may be allowed, for
the adoption of our ideas by all, both high and low, by the rulers of
Europe, no less than by the peoples". And in Henry Dunant the
International Committee had a first-rate propagandist, a pioneer of
what we have come to know as public relations. Thus, it did not neglect
the press, which it took pains to keep informed about its plans and
achievements.
At that time, the Geneva press was essentially political. Two parties
were vying for power—the radical party, in government, and the
opposition comprising conservatives, independents and democrats. The
radical paper was La Nation suisse, which had taken over from James
Fazy's Revue de Geneve in 1860; the conservative organ was the Journal
de Geneve, managed since 1849 by Jacques Adert. Then there was a
further daily, La Democratic suisse, founded in 1863 with the participation of John Braillard, representing the democrat party. The leading
and longest-standing denominational newspaper was the Protestant
weekly La Semaine religieuse. The tradition of satirical journals was
upheld by Philippe Corsat in the Carillon de Saint-Gervais, a humorous
paper with a roguish and irreverent outlook quite representative of the
spirit prevailing in the working-class quarter whose name it bore.
The public had already been informed of the results of the October
1863 Conference in an article printed in the Journal de Geneve on the
30th of that month. The Conference's recommendations and resolutions
had been published (Journal de Geneve, 30 October, and La Nation
suisse, 2/3 November). In addition, the Journal de Geneve had published
two editorials, on 20 and 21 November 1863, the first devoted to the
Conference's general aims and the second to the subject of volunteer
relief workers, providing some historical background to the problem
of improving the army medical services in various countries.
During the first half of 1864, more diverse and extensive information
was made available, both in the press and by way of information
booklets, reporting on several important activities undertaken by the
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International Committee: promotion of the national relief societies,
the dispatch of delegates to the scene of the Schleswig-Holstein war,
preparation of a diplomatic conference to consider the recommendations made by the October 1863 Conference.
On 19 January, when announcing that the Zahringen Lion Cross
had been awarded to Dr. Appia by the Grand Duke of Baden, the
Journal de Geneve wrote: "The Grand Duke of Baden is one of the first
rulers to demonstrate his interest in the creation of the relief committees
for the wounded, an eminently philanthropic project which we owe, as
is widely known, to the unflagging efforts of Mr. Henri Dunant".
On 20 February 1864, the Journal de Geneve published a lengthy
editorial entitled Results of the International Conference, containing the
text of the International Committee's circular inviting governments to
take part in a diplomatic conference to give effect to the recommendations of the Geneva Conference of 1863, and a long commentary on
the role of relief committees in the Schleswig war and in the American
War of Secession. On 27 March, the Journal announced that Dr. Appia
and Captain Van de Velde were being sent to the scene of the SchleswigHolstein war. Captain Van de Velde, a former Dutch navy officer, had
delivered two lectures on Palestine to the Geneva Geographic Society
on 26 February and 4 March {Journal de Geneve, 24 February) and had
probably been in contact with the International Committee on that
occasion.
On 6 April 1864, the Journal de Geneve printed a report of the
mission carried out by Dr. Appia, the delegate to the Austro-Prussian
forces. This first intervention by the International Committee on the
scene of a conflict, undertaken even before the Geneva Convention
had been adopted, was used as a supporting argument in favour of the
projects put before the next diplomatic conference:
... Wearing the white armband with the red cross adopted by the
Geneva Conference, he was allowed access everywhere his presence was
required to fulfil his mission, and was able to bring the wounded some
relief on behalf of the Geneva committee. The conference's work is very
well received in all quarters, and its resolutions are generally considered
to be quite acceptable. A number of volunteer nurses have already proven
their worth in Schleswig, and their services were highly appreciated. In
particular, they have passed a crucial test, providing a clear answer to
the important question of whether their intervention on the battlefield
would not be a hindrance or an embarrassment.
285

The latest news (1 April) reports that Mr. Appia was in the front line
just when heavy exchanges of artillery fire were about to begin.
The Journal de Geneve was emerging to some extent as the International Committee's spokesman. La Nation suisse, for its part, devoted
numerous articles in 1864 to the International Committee's projects,
more so than in 1863, when it had confined its coverage to a few general
articles on the work of the Committee and the October Conference.
However, its interest grew from the beginning of 1864. Its directors
had probably become aware of the humanitarian and internationalist
dimension of the Committee's ventures. Moreover, General Dufour,
the first President of the International Committee for Relief to the
Wounded, was held in high esteem and respected by the radical party,
and especially its President, James Fazy, for his firm yet balanced
attitude to the Sonderbund war in 1847 and for his liberal beliefs which
distanced him from any hint of sectarianism. As for Henry Dunant,
despite his political opinions more akin to those of the conservative
camp, the benevolence he displayed in his struggle against all forms of
injustice, and particularly against slavery, won him the sympathy of the
radical newspaper. The War of Secession was at its height. La Nation
suisse, which had actively taken the part of the anti-slavery Federal
Government against the Southern Confederation, necessarily supported Henry Dunant in his campaign. Reviewing the work published
by Dunant at the end of 1863, L'Esclavage chez les Musulmans et aux
Etats-Unis d'Amerique (Slavery as practised by the Muslims and in the
United States of America), the radical newspaper wrote, in its edition
of 21 February 1864:
... We strongly urge our readers to purchase this work, which is
available from the main booksellers in Geneva. We recommend it to all
those have not the opportunity to see slavery for themselves in countries
where it is still practised, but want to know the true nature of this
loathsome institution. The passages it contains are more eloquent than
any long narratives; they have the merit of setting out irrefutable facts,
in concise terms, and of proving that the followers of the Koran who
once traded slaves did so at least with some discernment and humane
feelings which show them in a relatively favourable light in comparison
with the odious and horrible behaviour of the Christian slave-traders in
the South of the United States.
We extend our congratulations to the author of L'Esclavage et chez
les Musulmans et aux Etats-Unis. The work is a worthy sequel to the
286

philanthropic action undertaken by Henry Dunant in his book Souvenir
de Solferino (sic) (A Memory of Solferino). Let us hope that both works
help to achieve the humanitarian aim which inspired the author.
The public in Geneva still knew little about the work of the United
States Sanitary Commission, an organization to assist the wounded set
up in New York during the first year of the War of Secession. Its
activities had been mentioned very briefly in the Journal de Geneve
article of 21 November 1863 giving background information to the
Conference. It was not until February 1864 that the Sanitary Commission began to be known in Europe, through its office in Paris. In
Geneva, it became known thanks mainly to Henry Dunant's contacts
with William B. Bowles, secretary of the Commission's European
office, and through the documents published by Dr. Th. Maunoir. In
its 22/23 February edition, La Nation suisse devoted an extensive
editorial to the work of the United States Sanitary Commission (without
actually referring to it by name), describing its structure and activities,
in particular for the wounded ("it treats wounded members of the rebel
armies on an equal footing with its own") and for the well-being of
combatants ("it looks after the physical well-being of an army of 500,000
men scattered over a vast area of the country"). On 25 February, the
radical journal announced a collection in favour of those wounded "in
the war under way in the United States against the Sonderbundians2",
stating that "the editorial staffof'La Nation suisse will forward donations
from the Geneva area to the United States Consulate in Basel".
In the Schleswig-Holstein war, often referred to as the "war of the
Duchies", the radical newspaper took the side of Denmark and in its
editorials levelled constant attacks against the Austro-Prussian forces
and Marshal Wrangel. Committees supporting Denmark's cause were
formed in Lausanne and in La Chaux-de-Fonds. On 16 March, La
Nation suisse published a letter from Professor Galiffe, who undertook
to dispatch "lint and bandages without delay and directly to the DANISH
army's wounded"*. On 21/22 March, La Nation suisse, which appeared
2
The author of the article uses this term to draw a comparison between the secession
of the Southern Confederation in the United States and that of the Swiss cantons of the
Sonderbund in 1847.
3
The letter was signed Galiffe, giving the address 3 rue des Belles-Filles (today rue
Etienne-Dumont), first floor. The author was Jean-Barthe'lemy-Gaifre Galiffe, commonly
called John (1818-1890), Professor of National History at the University (1861-1865). He
continued to handle publication of the Notices ge'ne'alogiques sur les families genevoises
(Genealogical notes on Geneva families) started by his father Jacques- Augustin, or James
(1778-1853). Of his numerous erudite works on history, let us quote one pamphlet which
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to have inside information, annouced that: "The central committee
founded by our distinguished compatriot, Mr. H. Dunant, to bring relief
to the wounded on battlefields, intends to send delegates to the scene of
the war in Schleswig-Holstein, and has requested the Federal Council to
provide letters of recommendation". The article stated that the delegates
had not yet been appointed, and that the letters of recommendation
were open. More details were given on 30 March: "We have already
had occasion to report to our readers on humanitarian aid, which we
owe to the initiative of our distinguished compatriot, Mr. Henri Dunant,
with the aim of organizing societies to relieve the wounded on battlefields...". The article stated that the Geneva Conference's plan was
being implemented by the population in Schleswig-Holstein in the
vicinity of the battlefields, and named the Committee's delegates.
Furthermore, it was announced in the same issue that volunteers had
been recruited in Kiel to bring relief to the wounded, without distinction
as to nationality.
We thus see two conceptions and two practices emerging with regard
to assistance to victims of war. First, the type of assistance provided by
the committees founded in Geneva and elsewhere in Switzerland to
provide relief to Poland, to the Federal Government of the United
States, to Denmark. The aim here was to assist populations or nations
which had fallen victim to injustice or aggression. Secondly, the work
of the International Committee for Relief to the Wounded, which set
out to provide assistance to the medical services of both parties, without
discrimination. This practice, which is consistent with the policy of the
International Committee of the Red Cross, was highlighted at the
International Committee's meeting of 13 March 1864, when the question of sending delegates to the scene of the war of the Duchies was
raised: "General Dufour stressed our duty, in the present circumstances,
to send two delegates, one to Germany and the other to Denmark, if we
were to preserve our character as an impartial and international body".4
The existence of these two approaches—earmarked aid and non-discriminatory aid—has since frequently given rise to comment. The first
remark on the subject may be found in a second letter from Professor
Galiffe published in La Nation suisse on 14 May 1864:
is of relevance here: La question et la poUmique dano-allemandes a propos des duchte
de Sleswig et de Holstein (The question of Danish-German politics relating to the Duchies
of Schleswig and Holstein), Geneva, J. G. Frick, 1866. In 1866 Galiffe was appointed as
Danish Consul and represented Denmark at the 1868 Geneva Conference.
4
Minutes of the Sub-Committee of the Society for Relief to the Wounded of
13 March 1864. J. S. Pictet, The Foundation of the Red Cross — Some Important
Documents, in the International Review of the Red Cross, No. 23, February 1963, p. 73.
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Some people have recently asked why no Danish committee had been
founded in Geneva, along the lines of the one in Lausanne. If they had
been following the matter closely right from the beginning, they would
have understood that such a measure would be rather inappropriate in
a town where, as in most of the other Swiss cantons, the press had
opposed from the outset any action which might give the impression that
the country was taking sides in an affair which it was thought did not
concern it. No doubt it is a good thing that sympathy for Denmark has
finally tipped the balance, thereby raising more than the Geneva International Committee could have collected in view of the rigorously impartial
role it has set itself....
This observation by Professor Galiffe was to earn him the thanks
of the Danish delegate to the Conference:
We have learned that Mr. Fenger, a Danish State Councillor and
former Minister, delegate to the International Congress, has visited
Professor Galiffe to express his compatriots' gratitude for the tokens of
friendship which many citizens of Geneva gave the Danish people during
the last war {La Dimocratie suisse, 16 August 1864).
At that time, the International Committee was working hard to
prepare the Diplomatic Conference. Henry Dunant had returned to
Paris at the end of March 1864. Pursuing his consultations and representations with the Imperial Government, he had secured France's support
to the holding of a European conference, to be convened in Geneva
by the Swiss Federal Council. The International Committee was
informed of this in his letter of 21 May.
From then on, things moved fast. On 24 May, Gustave Moynier
travelled to Bern where he obtained the agreement of the Federal
Council, and on 26 May the International Committee addressed to the
Federal Council the official request to convene the Diplomatic Conference.
The 28 May edition of La Nation suisse contained a glowing review
of Henry Dunant's latest work:
A 36-page publication entitled La Charit6 sur les champs de bataille
(Charity on the Battlefield) is now available, the proceeds from the sale
of which are to go towards the foundation of the Society for Relief to
the Wounded. The publication is the work of Mr. J.-Henry Dunant, the
author of Souvenirs de Solfe"rino (sic), who continues his tireless efforts
289

to fulfil the philanthropic mission he has launched ... . It contains
important documents, the resolutions adopted at the International Conference held [in Geneva] on 26, 27, 28 and 29 October 1863, circulars,
the names of members of the Conference, extracts from newspapers
which supported the Conference's resolutions and a lithograph portraying
a military ambulance. The booklet, printed on quality paper, indicates
in a review of the situation that governments are acceding to the Conference's resolutions in quick succession, and invites any societies which
are formed to contact the Geneva Society, of which Mr. H. Dunant is
the Secretary.
The same edition of La Nation suisse announced the second meeting
of the Conference:
It is planned to hold a second international conference at Geneva,
with the same objective as its forerunner in Octobre 1863, namely to
discuss the foundation of societies to bring help to the wounded on
battlefields. The societies would be called International Military Nursing
Societies (Societes internationales des hospitaliers militaires). As
decided at the October Conference, the volunteer nurses or first-aid
orderlies, under the direction ofpermanent committees in different countries of Europe, would be attached to the belligerent armies and would
all pursue the same philanthropic aim. We express the hope that this
humanitarian venture will soon be crowned with success.
The International Committee was probably somewhat distressed to
see its plans given such advance publicity, before the States involved
had even been officially convened by the Federal Council. Moreover,
although very supportive of the Committee's plans, the note in La
Nation suisse contained an error. The purpose of the Conference was
not to discuss the foundation of relief societies (a matter which had
already been settled at the Geneva Conference of October 1864), but
rather to negotiate neutral status for the military health services and
the wounded, and adopt a common emblem to ensure their protection.
The International Committee felt that the time had come to set the
record straight. Gustave Moynier advised Henry Dunant of this decision
in a letter of 1 June 1864:
... / am still awaiting the official reply from the Federal Council in
Bern. Meanwhile, we have drafted a Geneva preview for the Journal, to
retrace how things developed and specify everyone's precise role in
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respect of the forthcoming Congress. We consider it important to publish
such a document as soon as the matter is settled, in order to forestall any
false rumours. We shall have it printed separately and sent to our
correspondents ....
Before publishing its message, the International Committee waited
until the Federal Council had officially contacted the invited States,
which it did on 6 June 1864. The article in question, which was published
in the Journal de Geneve on 14 June, was also printed separately. The
author was most probably Gustave Moynier himself:
A Diplomatic Congress is to be held in Geneva on 8 October next to
discuss the plight of combatants wounded on the battlefield. On the basis
of information which we can guarantee to be totally reliable, we are in
a position to relate the circumstances which led to this important decision.
Our readers are aware that an International Conference was held in
our town on 26 October 1863 to consider ways and means of remedying
the inadequacy of the health services available to armies at war. The
Conference was convened at the initiative of a commission of the "Sociite
d'utilite publique" (Public Welfare Society), prompted by the publication
of Mr. Henry Dunant's book entitled Un souvenir de Solferino. It will
also be remembered how readily eminent men from various countries,
virtually all delegated by their governments, responded to the appeal
launched from Geneva.
After reproducing the text of the October 1863 Conference's recommendations, the article goes on to describe the role that the International Committee, established as a result of the Public Welfare
Society's initiative, had played in bringing about a diplomatic conference, as well as the Federal Council's role in convening it:
The sub-committee of the Public Welfare Society, which had been
converted into an international committee responsible for the Conference,
then consulted most of the cabinets of Europe to ascertain how far they
would be willing to implement the recommendations emanating from the
first Conference.
Having received 13 affirmative replies, the Geneva Committee felt
that the time had come to call an official Congress in order to draw up
an international arrangement which would have force of law among the
contracting parties. However, the Committee considered such a step,
which could only be achieved through diplomatic channels, to be beyond
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its own competence. Accordingly, it requested the Swiss authorities to
take the initiative of inviting all the sovereigns to meet to discuss the
provisions to be introduced in the law of nations as regards the status of
the wounded and persons bringing them relief. The Federal Council
acceded to the request, and the Congress is to be held under its auspices.
The article then takes pains to specify France's role—probably in
order to make it quite clear that France, while supporting the International Committee's plans, was not the inviting power:
It is quite certain that all States will agree to send plenipotentiaries to
Geneva. Not only have we already been advised of the favourable attitude
of the majority of States, but also there is likely to be a race to demonstrate
charitable generosity, in which no one will wish to appear to be lagging
behind. In addition, a mighty military power, France, has announced
that it will give the Geneva Committee's venture its whole-hearted
support, and its agreement alone will remove many obstacles.
The author of the article concludes by expressing the hope that "the
Geneva Treaty will provide a resounding confirmation of the International Committee's theories".
Thereafter, and right up to the opening of the Conference, the
newspapers announced, as they were informed, the names of the States
which were to be represented in Geneva and the names of their
delegates, in particular the composition of the Federal Council's delegation: General Dufour, Gustave Moynier and Dr. Lehmann, Chief
Medical Officer of the Federal Health Service. At that time, much
space in the foreign press was being devoted to commenting on the
peace talks in the war of the Duchies, and the local press was busy
talking about the preparations for the September celebrations to mark
the fiftieth anniversary of the Republic of Geneva's integration into the
Confederation, about the contest for the design of a monument to
commemorate that event and above all about the campaign for the
election of a new Geneva State Councillor, in which the independent
Arthur Cheneviere was running against the radical James Fazy.
There was, however, one false note in this harmonic concert of
approval. It was to be found in the Carillon de Saint-Gervais, whose
subtitle, Charivari suisse, clearly indicates its intention, like the Parisian
newspaper of the same name, to take a virulently satirical view of local
and foreign political activity. The editor, Philippe Corsat (Pippo), a
radical but by nature somewhat of a libertarian, gave vent to his
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aversion to war when commenting on the dispatch of the International
Committee's delegates to the scene of the war of the Duchies. To his
mind, sending relief supplies and volunteer nurses—which is how people
often saw the aims of the Convention—freed the belligerent States from
their responsibilities and thereby fostered war, whereas priority should
in fact be given to the victims of labour. His tirades against the "royal
assassins" and "crowned lunatics" would probably not have pleased the
representatives of the empires, kingdoms and principalities attending
the Conference, if they had had the opportunity to read the Carillon
de Saint-Gervais.
After recalling that the King of Prussia had accepted "dressings for
the wounded", Corsat writes:
... What a good idea! What a wonderful idea! I, who am a former
barber's assistant5, I'll come with you. But, as we go off to the war waged
by the strong, those invested with divine right, against a small people,
not to free Holstein from the domination of a king, but to share it out
among themselves, as we go off to relieve the wounded, do not forget,
Messrs. Dunand6, Appia and friends, that behind me there are outstretched hands, hands which have never fired blindly, have never obeyed
the order to shoot, have never killed nor wounded anyone, the outstretched arms of our own wounded, our compatriots and brothers, the
arms of workers who crumble under the weight not of cannons but of
safety deposit boxes, not of rifles but of bank accounts, weapons belonging to the rich who have shot them to pieces and ground them down with
work and misery ...
So, remember, proud orderlies, that when I put on the nurse's
uniform given to me by the kings, I have the impression that it would be
better to make the soldiers themselves fairly and squarely responsible for
obeying the chiefs of the royal brigands who have taken them from their
fields and workshops to offer them up as cannon fodder; that, to put an
end to war, it might be better to start by treating the crackpot cretins, the
raging madmen who hold the destiny of their people in the palm of their
hand; that it would be better to calm those crowned lunatics who, tiring
5
In the days of barber-surgeons, Philippe Corsat had completed an apprenticeship
as a barber's assistant with a relative in Lyon, and exercised the profession of barber for
a while in Geneva. See Jean Pierre Chuard, Philippe Corsat (1809-1874), iditeur du
"Carillon de Saint-Gervais" et ses amis vaudois, taken from the Revue historique vaudoise,
1981.
6
Sic. As stated earlier, the International Committee delegates were Captain Van
de Velde and Dr. Appia.
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of animal meat, spill human blood and laugh at the stupidity of their
slaves, their servants, the peoples who bleed to death in order to quench
their thirst.
So, as we go to relieve the wounded, to do our humanitarian duty,
I say to myself that it would be more humane to gain the esteem of the
wounded who cry misery in silence in our own country rather than to be
awarded medals by kings for mopping up war's horrors and disgraces;
that by going to do what is their job, the prime responsibility of those
who kill and order others to kill, we are helping them make savings on
their budget which they will spend to improve their cannons, asphyxiating
rockets and stunning bombs.
Yes, I'll come with you, Sirs, let us make haste to treat those wounded
in ungodly wars! But, please, let us not forget that war must be ended
by its own excesses, that the children of the people must rise up against
the crowned brigands, including its own sent to the butchery... who must
bear the consequences of their abject obedience ... Then I will go with
you to relieve those wounded in the royal wars, but on condition that
you refuse the medals awarded by those who are the cause of all the
deaths and wounds.
Corsat took the subject up again on 6 August, in a parody proposing
his own peace programme for the Congress.
La Democratic suisse devoted two editorials to the Geneva Congress, in its editions of 19 and 21 July. These two articles were probably
written by Henry Dunant, or at least inspired by him. Indeed, lengthy
passages were reproduced in the pamphlet he published in late July or
early August, entitled he Congres de Geneve — Aout 1864. In the first
of the two, the editor, after reviewing Henry Dunant's proposals and
the resolutions of the Conference of October 1863, goes on to say that:
It is highly important that we should lend our name to an idea
embracing humanity and progress. Indeed, this Congress which is barely
mentioned in Geneva, is much more highly appreciated abroad.
The objective of the Congress is not in the least Utopian. Since war
is an unavoidable evil, there is considerable value in endeavouring to
make it a less cruel affair ...
In the editorial on 21 July, the editor describes the results achieved
in America as regards relief for the wounded, and makes what is
apparently the first reference, alongside the Sanitary Commission, to
the Christian Commission, an offshoot of the Christian Youth Union:
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Mr. Dunant's initiative is a charitable one, and it is for this reason
that it has survived. Only false ideas die and pass into oblivion.
Moreover, the idea has already been partly put into effect. North
America, which when it comes to taking practical measures is not afflicted
by the same hesitations as our old Europe, has taken the first step towards
the goal pursued by the International Congress, a first step which has
been a success.
Two free associations were recently formed in New York. One, called
the Sanitary Commission, has set itself the task of supplying Unionist
soldiers with the clothing and supplies they are often lacking. The other,
called the Christian Commission, is more akin to the work of volunteer
nurses; its workers distribute relief, follow the armies, run the ambulance
service and treat the wounded even within firing-range of the enemy ...
The author concluded by expressing the hope that the State representatives' stay in Geneva would serve to dispel "the false ideas prevailing elsewhere on the abuse of democracy" and that they would return
home "praising the hospitality with which they were received and admitting the merits of our republican Constitution after having understood
how order can be born of true freedom". This hope was to be somewhat
dented by the political riot of 22 August.
On the eve of the Conference, the International Committee published in the Journal de Geneve (7 August 1864) an important communication on its true objectives, which were often misunderstood. It was
pointed out that the purpose this time was to implement the recommendations of the 1863 Conference, in other words to secure neutral status
for the wounded and anyone providing them with treatment:
The Federal Council has invited various governments to send delegations to Geneva to take up the specific matter of neutrality. We are in a
position to state that it is quite possible or even probable that this meeting
of the Congress will generate, in some form or other, an international
treaty under which the contracting powers undertake to grant neutral
status to severely wounded soldiers and the medical staff giving them
treatment, in other words not to take them as prisoners of war ...
*
*

*
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By taking on an international character right from its very inception,
the Red Cross placed itself in the internationalist current which characterized the second half of the nineteenth century. At that time, two
large international organizations were developing or being formed. The
first, which emerged from the pacifist movement, made itself known
at the Peace Congresses, the first of which was held in London in 1847,
followed by Brussels, Paris, Frankfurt and soon after Geneva in
September 1867 and Lausanne in 1869. The second, the International
Working Men's Association, was established in London in September
1864, less than one month after the Geneva Diplomatic Congress. At
the same time, a section of the Workers' International was being formed
in Geneva7, and indeed it was in Geneva from 3 to 8 September 1866
that the first congress of the International took place after the founding
congress in London.8
To the objectives of these two movements, that is, the struggle
against war and the struggle for emancipation of workers, the Red Cross
added a third: the struggle against suffering. The origins of the Red
Cross were completely different from those of the other two movements
and it necessarily adopted a different approach. The organizations
struggling against war and social misery were striving for fundamental
reform of the structures of society, which could only be brought about
in the long term. The International Committee, on the other hand, was
undertaking emergency action. It was thus obliged, by definition, to
accept society as it was, to admit that war was a reality and to negotiate
with those who were in a position to declare or wage war. Highlighting
the fact that a Utopian attitude "which would never have achieved
anything tangible" had no place at the Geneva Conference of 1863, the
Journal de Geneve had written that. "It is with this in mind that in their
opening addresses General Dufour and G. Moynier took care to forestall
in advance any involvement of the theory of universal pacification".9
This attitude could have met with criticism or even hostility on the part
of the progressive pacifist and workers' movements, some sections of
which might have considered that the organization of relief might

7
Journal of the International Working Men's Association, French-speaking Swiss
Section, Geneva, December 1865.
8
Antony Babel, La Premiere Internationale, ses debuts et son activity a Geneve de
1864 a 1870 (The First International, its early days and its activities in Geneva from 1864
to 1870), Vol. VIII of the Publications of the Faculty of Economic and Social Science of
the University of Geneva, Georg & Co., Geneva, 1944, pp. 256 ff.
9
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Journal de Geneve, 20 November 1863.

indirectly serve the interests of those responsible for war and that
priority should be given instead to the struggle against social misery.
These objections could not be neglected at a time when the emerging
Red Cross was endeavouring to establish itself independently of any
political considerations. On the opening day of the Conference, in its
8/9 August edition, La Nation suisse published a lengthy article on the
event, signed with the initial L., in which the question of the Red Cross
relationship with the phenomenon of war and social problems was
scrutinized and analysed. In the article the author refers to the criticism
and objections levelled at the new humanitarian movement in order to
refute them. However, the attention he gives them shows that he
realizes their importance and feels that it is useful to take them up and
contest them.
After paying tribute to the "citizen who launched the movement1"
and recalling the "work, often held up by setbacks, which had been
accomplished in order to secure the now certain implementation of what
was a benevolent idea", the author of the article discusses a first
objection to the effect that humanitarian assistance would foster war:
In marking our support for the Congress and expressing our most
sincere wishes for its full success, we wish to avoid any misunderstanding,
and to eliminate any suspicion that such a congress might ultimately
enable States waging war on their neighbours to devote fewer troops to
the health services, to convert nurses into soldiers and to save the lives
of some soldiers so that they can bear arms again and resume the
destructive task for which they are sent to the battlefield.
To believe that the International Congress meeting in Geneva could
have this effect would be tantamount to believing that it would be of no
use to the people, but only to those who have the power to declare and
wage war, tantamount to believing that, unknown to its sponsors and
those under whose auspices it is held, the Congress will serve to perpetuate
the horrors of the battlefield. This is inadmissible and runs contrary to
logic and common sense; yet here and there we find people who are not
afraid to make such assertions. According to them, the best and most
effective way of preventing slaughter on the battlefield is to let it happen,
so that, if possible, it produces even more horrendous results than at
present. In other words, in the minds of such opponents, evil can only
be cured by the excesses of evil itself.
All new ideas, even the most generous, at some stage come up against
strong opposition. It should therefore not be surprising to find that there
is no exception to this rule for the idea of charity on the scene of fighting,
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provided by men from all nations, without distinction as to nationality,
be the armies involved monarchist or republican, irrespective of whether
they are fighting for despotism or freedom.
There is even less justification for such assertions, the author goes
on to say, insofar as "there is no question of suspecting Switzerland,
which has convened the Geneva Congress, of acting blindly and of being
misled by a benevolent idea".
The author subsequently evokes the day when war will be banned,
when peoples "realize that they all share the same interests, and will no
longer march against one another in destructive confrontation but will
move forward together hand in hand, to foster all that is good and useful,
to install fraternity and liberty. We trust that this day is not far off, but
it has still not yet arrived, and our own and other generations will have
passed on before seeing it.
Thus, for some time to come, war must still be seen as a possibility;
and if war is an unavoidable evil, all that mankind can honourably do
is mitigate its effects. Independently of any political conviction, philanthropy makes this a duty ...
The author then refutes the argument that official relief is or at least
should be sufficient: "The truth is plain to see, proven by statistics: fewer
men die in fighting from the bullet or from fire than from the lack of
prompt and effective first-aid ...".
Then comes an argument which does not seem to have been raised
by the delegates at the Congress—equality of treatment would not only
be guaranteed for the wounded of different nationalities, but also the
wounded of different ranks:
That is undeniable, but it is no less undeniable that first-aid assistance
given to wounded soldiers is granted first and foremost and more
promptly to senior officers who, by virtue of their position and rank,
have their own doctors; if they are wounded, the attention of the medical
corps is immediately focused on them, and they are given a more
comfortable place in the ambulance. In view of their numbers and their
exposed position in the heart of the battle, junior officers and simple
soldiers cannot rely on such swift and diligent attention.
This is one of the disparities which the Geneva Conference is designed
to eliminate, by providing sufficiently large numbers of relief personnel
to ensure that all sufferers receive first-aid ...
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The author then replies to a second objection—should priority not
be given to victims of work?
Of course, in discussing the question of alleviating this frightful
calamity which is war, we are not shying away from a second objection
raised by the aforementioned opponents. There are victims, no less
worthy of pity than the wounded on the battlefields, in the very heart of
our cities and in the tiniest villages. Humble and honest workers, injured
during their daily toil, people whose invalidity is caused by the kind of
work which sustains, rather than by the work of Bellona which kills as
an honour, the host of workers who from one dawn to the next face a
whole range of dangers. These people, it will be said, warrant as much
attention as conscripts who go to slaughter for a futile cause, to fulfil a
personal ambition, a covetous desire for a stretch of land. Yes, we concur,
this army of workers to whom society owes life, bread and comfort
deserves the philanthropist's concern as much as soldiers, and we even
suggest that they deserve it more and with greater honour.
However, this admission does not mean that the Geneva Congress is
concerned with a secondary issue, or that it aspires to an aim which can
be ignored. The two actions are not mutually exclusive, and just as we
applaud the efforts of the noble men who will apply the idea of charity
on the battlefield put forward in Souvenir de Solferino, we also applaud
and encourage those who endeavour to apply charity in their everyday
work.
In conclusion, La Nation suisse proffers the idea that assisting
victims of war gradually bring about the abolition of war itself:
The Congress currently being held in Geneva therefore has our full
backing; even more so since we recognize that it will have an effect
reaching far beyond the momentary aid given to the wounded on the
battlefield. We are convinced that the organization of first-aid dispensed
to wounded soldiers by civilian health corps will instill and spread, even
in the minds of the peoples most enslaved by the cult of war, the discredit
with which men of heart contemplate war. We are certain that the presence
of legions of voluntary relief workers following the belligerent armies
will give those who organize battles food for thought and will make them
understand that such massacres are worthy only of barbarian times, that
they are the shame of the nineteenth century, and that men must cease
honouring the most artful carnage. It is above all on that score that we
welcome the Geneva Congress.
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The radical newspaper therefore gave the Congress its unreserved
support. This was all the more welcome insofar as, in the bipartisan
political situation which prevailed in Geneva at the time, it placed the
International Committee's ventures above party wrangling. It should
also be pointed out that the two needs which it deemed just as important
as relieving the victims of war, namely the campaign for peace and the
attenuation of social misery, have since been incorporated in the programme of action of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.
Thereafter, the press issued daily bulletins on the organization of
the Conference and the composition of delegations. On Thursday,
11 August, La Nation suisse published the following commentary:
The first meeting of the International Congress in Geneva took place
on Monday, at 1 p.m. The Congress elected its Chairman, General
Dufour ....
The Congress is private, in other words no-one from outside is
allowed to attend the discussions. Only the plenipotentiaries in possession
ofproper credentials are entitled to enter the meeting room. An exception
has, however, been made for Mr. Henry Dunant, Secretary of the
International Committee.
In fact, four observers were allowed into the Conference, but not
given the right to participate in the discussions—Henry Dunant,
Dr. Maunoir and Dr. Appia, in their capacity as members of the
International Committee, and Captain Van de Velde, delegate of the
International Committee and the Geneva Danish Relief Society. The
Carillon de Saint-Gervais of 20 August, under the headline "Work of
the Congress" spoke ironically of the "exception" enjoyed by Henry
Dunant. The author, Pipoi (i.e. Pippo), imagined a conversation
between a man named Fouillet and a doctor, clearly meant to represent
Henry Dunant:
Fouillet — Well then, Doctor, what was said at the Congress?
Doctor — They forgot me at the first meeting. When they let me in,
I was not allowed to speak.
Fouillet — What, you, the instigator? Small wonder, my friend!...
Now I understand why you sulk so ...10
On Friday 12 August11, La Nation suisse, under the headline "Second Geneva Conference", devoted an article to the international confer10
11
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Carillon de Saint-Gervais, article "Work of the Congress", 20 August 1864, No. 34.
Issue wrongly dated, Friday 11 August.

ence which brought together in the Palais de l'Ath6nee the delegates
of the relief societies assembled in Geneva. This was an unofficial
meeting, convened by the International Committee separately from the
Diplomatic Congress, which was held at the Town Hall. The Ath6n6e
conference was described as a "semi-public" event, which probably
meant that persons from outside the conference could attend. Accordingly, La Nation suisse was able to print a detailed report of the
conference, beginning with a reminder of the role which the Congress
would play in favour of peace:
A meeting of the International Committee for Relief to the Wounded
was held yesterday, Wednesday, at 6.30, in one of the rooms in the
Athenee.
Believing that the Congress currently being held in Geneva constitutes
a first step on the road to universal peace, and that everything associated
with this venture is of the highest significance for the whole of mankind,
we hasten to give our readers a report on this supplementary meeting,
which, while it does not enjoy the same diplomatic and official status as
the meetings of the Congress itself, is nevertheless of immense interest to
everyone who wishes to see the horrors of war gradually disappear ...
The newspaper goes on to conduct a review of the conference,
summarizing the statements of the various delegates, in particular the
addresses delivery by Charles J. P. Bowles 12, delegate of the United
States, and Dr. T. Maunoir, concerning the role of the United States
Sanitary Commission in favour of the wounded. The Journal de Genive
of 13 August in turn devoted a large article to meetings held at the
Ath6n6e.
Little news was available on the debates of the International Conference since they were in camera. Yet there appear to have been some
leaks, a fact which La Nation suisse protests against on 13 August:
The Paris newspapers, including the Havas agency and La Presse,
are in a privileged position in comparison with the Geneva press. Mr.
Emile de Girardin's newspapers and the eminently trustworthy agency
known by the name of Havas have received from the International
Congress information which might have been considered confidential
right up to the last minute. Here is what, thanks to inside help, the
aforementioned papers tell us about the Geneva Congress ...
12

Brother of William B. Bowles.
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La Nation suisse then printed the eleven articles of the draft Convention, based on the text published by La Presse. On 18 August, La
Nation suisse reiterated its comments, while rectifying an error made
by the Paris newspaper, which had stated that only France and Switzerland had accredited plenipotentiaries empowered to sign.
On 18 August, the Journal de Geneve in turn announced that the
members of the Congress were still meeting at the Town Hall, where
diplomatic privacy was still rigorously observed:
A committee of diplomats has been appointed to prepare the draft
concordat. In this connection, we must point out that most of the States
attending the Congress are officially represented by delegates holding full
powers to sign on behalf of their rulers... . It is expected that the treaty
will be signed at the Town Hall by all the plenipotentiaries on Monday
next.
For lack of information on the debates in the Congress, the newspapers fell back on reports of the receptions and festivities organized
for delegates. There were indeed many such events: Monday 8 August
—invitation by Gustave Moynier, at the Paccard country house in
S6cheron13; 9 August—reception at Colonel Edmond Favre's property
La Grange14; 11 August—reception at the country residence in Versoix
of Theodore Vernes, Secretary of the Paris Relief Committee15;
12 August—reception at the villa in Secheron of Francois Bartholony,
vice-president of the Paris Relief Committee16; 13 August—dinner
offered by the Swiss Federal Council at the Metropole Hotel, attended
by the President of the Confederation; on Sunday 14 August, a boat
trip on the lake had to be cancelled on account of a violent storm, which
caused extensive damage on the lakefront; 17 August—dinner offered
by the State Council at the Ecu Hotel in Geneva, at which State
Councillor Mo'ise Vautier, President of the Military Department, raised
a toast to peace:

13
Villa Moynier, today the headquarters of the University Institute of European
Studies.
14
Now owned by the town of Geneva.
15
Villa Fleur-d'Eau. It was in this villa that the first talks between Reagan and
Gorbatchev took place on 19 November 1985.
16
Today the Museum of the History of Science. The spelling "Bartholoni" was
officially restored in 1896 (Galiffe, Notices gingalogiques, vol. IV, p. 511).
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Mr. Vautier hopes that the day will come for mankind when war will
be impossible; meanwhile, he believes that meetings such as the Congress
will pour scorn on this scourge and will, in any case, help to relieve much
suffering and attenuate much pain in the future (Journal de Geneve,
19 August 1864).
The Carillon de Saint-Gervais did not miss the opportunity to poke
fun at and caricature this abundant series of banquets and sumptuous
parties, which its editor presents as working meetings:
First meeting. Tuesday. Two thousand dead bottles lying on the
floor, five hundred partridges, trout, pates, etc. buried or tended.
Second meeting. Wednesday. Even more victims, a veritable Solferino ....17
It must be realized, however, that as host to representatives of
princedoms, monarchies or empires, Geneva wished to demonstrate
that despite its reputation for republican simplicity and Calvinist reserve
it knew how to receive guests properly. Furthermore, contacts established outside the meetings in the wonderful surroundings on the
lakeside could help to create a harmonious atmosphere, at a time when
some of the States represented were at war. The American newspaper
The Sanitary Commission Bulletin remarks on this aspect in an article
transmitted by the correspondent of the New York Evening Post covering the Geneva Congress. The author, after analysing the results of the
Congress, dwells at length on the sumptuous events organized for the
delegates, in particular at Colonel Edmond Favre's house, "a model of
elegant taste, ... well stored with fine paintings by Calame, original
statuary by Canova, exquisite bronzes and objets d'art, and books of
rarest value in every department of knowledge", that of Th6odore
Vernes, "one of the millionaires of Geneva", and Francois Bartholony's
country seat at Secheron, which "is perhaps only surpassed by that of
the Princess Borghese at Rome, or that of the Palavicini family at Pegle".
He concludes:
Certainly the members of this International Congress have reason for
congratulation that they held their deliberations in so hospitable an
atmosphere; and perhaps their success in endeavoring to mitigate the

17
Carillon de Saint-Gervais, 20 August 1864, see note 10. The text published in the
Carillon actually read: "Solforino".
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horrors of war may be traced more or less to this hospitality and universal
sympathy in their important mission.16
The signing ceremony took place on Monday, 22 August. That day,
which also saw the proclamation of the results of the State Councillor
election held the previous day, was marked by violent riots in which
five people died and many were injured. As the signing ceremony got
underway, demonstrators invaded the Town Hall and briefly attempted,
as a result of a misunderstanding, to break into the room in which the
Conference was holding its deliberations.19
It may seem surprising that the Conference should have decided to
hold the signing ceremony the day after an election. It was indeed well
known that the proclamation of results was traditionally accompanied
by violent public demonstrations. However, things had not originally
been scheduled that way. The final text of the Convention, which had
been adopted in the meeting on Thursday, 18 August, should have been
signed on Friday 19th. However, firstly it was impossible to have the
documents calligraphed in such a short time, and secondly a number
of representatives were still awaiting the authorization to sign. It was
therefore agreed to postpone the signing cerermony until Monday 22,
on the understanding, in accordance with a declaration made by Gustave Moynier, that the deadline for registration would be set on the
Friday evening.
Nevertheless, the delegate of the Kingdom of Belgium, Auguste
Visschers, did not receive his Government's instructions until the Saturday evening, by which time the protocol of the Convention had already
been produced in twelve copies, the list df signatories including neither
the name of the Kingdom of Belgium nor his own. At the insistent
request of Gustave Moynier, the calligraphers spent their Sunday
recopying the preamble to include the name of the Kingdom of Belgium
and of its representative20.
18
the Sanitary Commission Bulletin, New York, Vol. I, 15 September 1864,
No. 22, p. 677-678.
19
See Andr6 Durand, La journie du 22 aoixt 1864, in Bulletin de la Sociiti Henry
Dunant, No. 13, 1989.
20
The first version of the Protocol indeed bears the following additions, in Gustave
Moynier's handwriting, in the list of reigning monarchs: His Majesty the King of the
Belgians; and in the list of signatories: Auguste Visschers, Officer of the Order of
Leopold, Councillor of the Conseil des Mines. In recognition of this favour, Auguste
Visschers in turn made arrangements for Gustave Moynier to be awarded the Order of
Leopold.
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After 22 August, the Geneva newspapers devoted their supplements
and the major part of their coverage to the riots, the burning issue
of who was responsible, news of the wounded, statements made by
demonstrators and witnesses, the occupation of the Canton of Geneva
by federal battalions and a report on the trial of the accused, which
lasted until 30 December. These circumstances eclipsed the conference
somewhat, although the newspapers did print the words of thanks
addressed by the members to the Swiss Federal Council and the town
of Geneva:
The generous ideal for which the International Committee in Geneva
has become the mouthpiece, and which the Federal Council has helped
materialize, has today become a reality and will remain one of Switzerland's crowning achievements.
... The Convention for the protection of wounded soldiers will go
down in history as an eminently humanitarian work, and its memory
will be inseparable from the hospitality provided by Geneva, this generous city which has received us in such a friendly and cordial manner.
We leave extending to Geneva our most sincere wishes for prosperity,
and for the glory and happiness of Switzerland.
Geneva, 22 August 1864

Delegates to the Congress21

Finally, La Nation suisse of 25 August contained the list of signatory
States22, and on 31 August the Journal de Geneve published the
complete text of the Convention.
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Journal de Geneve, 24 August 1864.
With one error, the Kingdom of Saxony is included instead of the Grand Duchy
of Baden.
22
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