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The white angel

The well known, meritorious and universal institution, known as 
«The Red Cross», came into being at the congress held in Geneva 
on the 22nd August 1864.

It was Henri Dunant, a Geneva-Swiss, who launched the idea 
through his book «Souvenir de Solferino», published in 1862 after 
that great battle in 1859, at which he had been present. As a result, 
societies for assisting the sick and prisoners-of-war were formed 
in various European countries.

In order to materialize this philanthropic idea, Switzerland 
took the initiative, and held an international conference at Geneva 
in October 1863, which declared tiself in favour of the creation, in 
every country, of a Comission having as its object the preparation in 
peace-time of assistance to be given in time of war.

In 1863, Bismarck, by his violation of the Treaty of 1852, which 
had placed the Kingdom of Denmark under the guarantee of the 
Powers, brought about the Danish-Prussian War, in which, despite 
the courage of the vanquished, Prussia took from Denmark the 
Province, later called (Prussian) Schleswig-Holstein. Even during 
this short war, the belligerant nations made a few trials of voluntary 
help for the wounded, and the Swiss Commission had a delegate in 
each of the combattant armies, who were thus able to gain an 
insight into the practical aspects of the problem.

It was Miss Florence Nightingale who was the first woman- 
-nurse to be used in war ; her prodigious efforts and tenderness 
in caring for the sick and wounded in the Crimean War (1854) have
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been shown in a modern cinematograph-film, which in Portugal 
bore the title of «0 Anjo Branco» («The White Angel»). Strictly 
speaking, the meritorious Miss Nightingale cannot be called the 
founder of the Red Cross, but without a doubt she was the pre
cursor of this Institution, and it is only just to record her name and 
exalt her memory, when we celebrate the anniversary of the Society 
which took its inspirations from her activities.

Florence Nightingale was gifted with exceptional intelligence 
and strength of will, and made full use of the education given to 
her by her father, «which was worth as much as that of the Univer
sities the doors of which were then only open to men». After sixteen 
years of effort, she overcame the opposition of her parents and, in 
1853, she founded what might be called «A Private Clinic for sick 
woman of good education». She was directing this clinic, when the 
Crimean War broke out — a war, in which the total lack of organi
zation in the British Army for caring for the sick and wounded in 
the campaign was perfectly obvious.

Miss Nightingale left for the scene of operations, and tena
ciously overcame the opposition to her meritorius actions. She 
effected miracles in the transformation of field-hospitals, in which 
care shown to the wounded was nonexistent, and the resources, 
scarce.

In her charge were 2,000 sick and wounded, including 120 suf
fering from cholera «in a ruined barracks, built over an open drain, 
without clothing, soap, towels, basins, brooms, brushes, plates and 
table-cutlery, and almost without water ; the sheets were so rough 
that the sick refused to use them ; owing to the lack of shirts, 
the wounded had only their blood-soaked and mud-soiled uniforms ; 
to dress their wounds, the nurses had only their tin bowls, which 
served also as cups, plates and basins. It took three hours to carry 
the meals along the lines of matresses which covered a distance 
of six kilometers, with an interval of forty-five centimeters between 
each matress ; on all sides swarmed mice, fleas and lice».

From the time she arrived till the day of her departure, Miss 
Nightingale directed the treatment of 41,000 men ; the number of 
nurses reached 125 ; in four months, the mortality-rate in the hos
pital at Scutari fell from 60 % to 2 %.

This was the result, in time of war, of the intelligent, deter
mined and inflexible activities of the meritorious British nurse.

When she returned to her country, Miss Nightingale had to
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show the same amount of courage and perseverance in order to 
carry through the reforms in the Army Medical Service, which 
the experience gained in the Crimean War had shown to be neces
sary. There were no more wounded soldiers, but still the mortality- 
-rate in the Army exceeded that of men in civil life of the same 
ages, owing to the unhealthiness of the barracks.

Florence Nightingale obtained for the soldiers the light and 
air they needed, and the sanitary condition of the Army finally 
served as a model to the civil population. «1 remain on the steps of 
the altar of the men who were assassinated by routine and slack
ness», she said, «and whilst I live, I will fight for their cause». And 
thus she kept her word. Her strenuous and superhuman work, 
during that war, and after it, brought her almost to the gates of 
Death, and made her an invalid during the remaining fifty-four 
years of her life.

But the results of her noble and glorious action still persists 
in the four thousand schools for nurses which exist today, of which 
she was the instigator, and at the same time the one who gave the 
directives in this altruistic profession, which now numbers 700,000 
to 800,000 nurses with diplomas.

It can well be said that we owe, in the first instance to 
Miss Nightingale the progress of which today we are so proud, in 
the sanitary condition of our barracks and hospitals, and in a gene
ral manner, our public hygiene.

Miss Nightingale showed an extraordinary unselfishness; 
when she associated herself with the founding of the Red Cross, by 
giving all possible advice, based on her experience. It is reasonable 
to suppose that although the Swiss, Henri Dunant, through his book 
published in 1862, first launched the idea of the creation of the Red 
Cross, yet it was Miss Nightingale, by her prodigious activities in 
1854, who had inspired him and was the notable and only precursor 
of the famous institution of Geneva.

It would be an error, if not a crime, to commemorate its anni
versary, without associating with it the memory of her who was 
the first war-nurse — Florence Nightingale, «The Withe Angel», — 
whose modesty led her to prefer the simple family-tomb to the glo
rious sepulchre in Westminster Abbey, (which the British Govern
ment would gladly have offered to her, for she was worthy of it) 
had that just homage to her memory not stet prevented the car
rying-out of her desires, as expressed in her will.
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The origins
of the International Red Cross

Exactly eighty years ago, on the 22nd. August 1864, the meri
torious institution, known throughout the world by the venerated 
name, «The Red Cross», that kindly helper of the unfortunate in 
war as in peace, came into being.

In remote antiquity, it was only in exceptional cases that the 
lives of wounded warriors, who fell into the hands of the victors, 
were spared. It is only in the Middle Ages that we have the first 
attempt to give assistance to the wounded, by the enemy. This was 
shown by the permission, given by Saladin, the Sultan of Egypt, 
to the Christians against whom he fought in the Third Crusade, 
to help the Christians, who had fallen into his hands.

This custom became habitual from the beginning of the Mo
dern Era onwards, and medical help was provided for the wounded 
enemy as for those who were friends. What contributed greatly to 
the generalization in the XVIIIth. Century of the principle of the 
«neutralization» of the wounded enemy prisoners, was the opinion, 
expressed by Jean Jacques Rousseau, in his «Social Contract», that 
since a war is not a fight between individuals, but a conflict between 
nations, the combatants are enemies as soldiers, but not as men, 
and consequently, when they lay down their arms, their lives should 
be spared, for no one has any more, right to them.

These humanitarian ideas spread considerably during the 
XIXth. Century.

General Guillaume Dufour, the commander-in-chief of the
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Swiss Federal Army in the War of Separation which started in No
vember 1847, issued instructions to his divisional-commanders, in 
which the following order appeared : —- «When enemy-troops are 
conquered, their wounded should be tended with the same care as 
that bestowed on our own, and should receive the proper attention 
needed by their condition».

In the Crimean War (1854-56) arose that heroic precursor of 
war-nurses, Miss Florence Nightingale, whose name remains graven 
in history in the same way as that of Edith Cavell resounds in our 
ears, as the symbol of martyrdom and feminine stoicism in the 
Great War of 1914-18.

One of the great admirers of the work of Miss Nightingale was 
Jean Henri Dunant, the fervent apostle of the humanization of war. 
Born in Geneva, Dunant was educated in those principles of philan
thropy and generosity which were the hall- marks of his father’s 
house.

In 1859, in the Franco-Austrian War, he went to Castiglione, a 
city in which were concentrated the sick and wounded after the 
decisive battle of Solferino, and where their treatment was deficient.

It was Dunant, by unlimited energy and superhuman work, who· 
was able to transform these conditions completely and to improve 
them considerably, at same time, arranging that the sick and 
wounded of both sides should be treated with equal care and 
kindness, no matter what their nationalities were.

His book, «Un Souvenir de Solférino», contributed greatly to 
preparing the ground for his idea, as described in that work, that 
national societies should be created, which would be destined to 
render help, by voluntary personal, to war-wounded indiscrimi- 

■ natly, both friend and foe — and it received its first sanction in 
1864 in the Convention of Geneva.

Dunant found a very valuable ally in his contemporary, 
Dr. Louis Appia, who gave him his devoted assistance as regards 
technical matters in medecine ; he also made a most useful proselite 
in the person of the President of the Genevan Society of Public 
Utility, the notable barrister, Gustave Moynier.

These three apostles, with Théodore Maunoir (another Ge
nevan doctor and collaborator with Appia), and General Dufour, 
mentioned above, who, in February 1863, formed «The Commission 
of Five», which carried out the necessary international propaganda, 
which brought about the first Conference of Geneva in the following.
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October, in which met members from sixteen different countries and 
representing fourteen governments.

At this conference agreements were signed, which dealt with 
the constitution of International Committees, with the collaboration 
of the governments and military authorities ; these agreements 
served as the basis for the Convention of 1864.

In that first Conference, the use of the Red Cross armlet by 
the voluntary personal who would render assistance to the sick 
and wounded in time of war, was adopted ; this armlet bore the 
Red Cross on a white ground, being the Swiss Flag, reversed (a 
White Cross on a red ground), thus paying a juste homage to the 
generous country in which the idea of humanization of war had 
materialized.

The Danish-Prussian War, which broke out in the Spring of 
"1864, allowed the «International Committee» — the new name, 
given to «The Comission of Five», after the Conference of 1863 — 
to gain valuable experience. Delegates of that Committee were sent 
to the armies of both nations; although its activities were necessa
rily rudimentary, yet they were sufficient to give a practical proof 
of the feasibility of its plans.

As a result, a great interest in the plan was shown by various 
Nations, of which the Swiss Federal Council took advantage and 
gave an official character to the deliberations of the Conference of 
1863 ; the Council also invited twenty-five countries to participate 
in a new diplomatic Conference, to be held in August 1864, when 
the deliberations of the Conference of 1863 would be passed in 
review.

As a result of those discussions, on the 22nd. of that month, 
twelve delegates of European governments, present at the Confe
rence, signed «The Convention for improving the condition of 
wounded soldiers of armies-in-the-field» — generally known as 
«The Geneva Convention».

In those laborious discussions, the military surgeon, Dr. José 
Antonio Marques, the delegate of the Portuguese Government, and 
one of the signers of the Convention, played a prominent part.

In the Convention, were established the fundamental princi
ples — the juridical basis — since repeatedly improved, of the 
whole of the activities of the International Red Cross — a work, 
which, during the eight decades of its existence, has justly won the 
sympathy, the veneration and the praise of all civilized nations.
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The organization of the Red Cross

The clauses of the Convention have been especially revised in 
1906 and 1929, in which small modifications, aimed at improving it, 
were introduced, in addition to those made in the various Interna
tional Conferences, held between 1867 and 1938.

In its fundamental principles, the Geneva Convention has con
tinued to serve as the basis of the constitution and activities of the 
Red Cross in time of war (for which it was originally created), and 
also in times of peace, to which they were extended from the first 
decade of the present Century.

Five of the principal Societies of the Red Cross, belonging to 
five different nations, which had been operating independently al
though subordinated to the principles, laid down in the Convention 
of 1864, formed a «League of Societies of the Red Cross» in 1919. 
Its aim was to continue its activities in times of peace in the 
sphere of Public Health. The other national Red Cross Societies 
successively joined this League, and finally amalgamated, as we 
might say, in «The International Red Cross», thus called since the 
thirteenth International Conference, held at The Hague in 1928.

Thus, «The International Red Cross» now includes «The In
ternational Committee of the Red Cross», «The League of the Socie
ties of the Red Cross», and the various national Societies, their 
resolutions, regarding their activities, being taken and confirmed, 
in the final instance, at the International Conference, attended by 
their respective delegates.

Amongst its other functions, «The International Committee»



collects together all the help destined for the victims of war or of 
natural Catastrophes. «The League of the Red Cross Societies» has 
as its principal aims to try to develop the Red Cross institutions 
and to collaborate internationally in the carrying-out of prophy
lactic measures against epidemics, and also and especially devoting 
itself to the laudable activity of Social Assistance.

The various elements, composing The International Red Cross 
carry on their work in times of peace, not only by preparing the 
materials and training the personal in the service of Public Assis
tance in normal times, and especially in those of epidemics and 
when natural catastrophes occur. In war-time, the Red Cross has 
the noble task of «re-establising the balance between the conserving 
and the destructive factors of human life» — as was well said by a 
Spanish doctor at the Conference of 1863, which preceded and laid 
the foundations of the Geneva Convention.

The National Societies of the Red Cross, which, in time of war, 
principally look after the prisoners and the missing, in the thea
tres of warlike operations collaborate with the hospital-services of 
the belligérants. In peace-time, they play a more important rôle in 
fighting against illness and sickness and providing for the daily 
needs of the sick and those who have suffered loss, or damage to 
their property.

The Portugueses Red Cross (Cruz Vermelha Portuguesa — 
«C. V. P.») which has always proved its efficiency·— despite its exi
guous resources — endeavours to fulfil its mission in peace as in 
war. But, in spite of all its good-will, it is still unable to cope as 
successfully as its associates in other countries, with peace-time 
needs.

The Portuguese Red Cross has been able to earn the grateful 
and kindly recognition of the whole world, by the efficient manner 
in wich and in a neutral capacity, it has pursued its mission and 
carried out its unending work with unceasing energy. The figures, 
quoted below, proves this to the hilt.

In Lisbon, the «Paying Members» of the Portuguese Red 
Cross — who constitute the majority of its supporters — are today 
2,020. The annual subscriptions produce a sum of 15,000 escudos, 
on the average, or in five years an average of 75,000 escudos.

During the past five years (that is, from 1940 to last June), 
the donations received by the Society amounted to 1,308,397 escudos.

By far the greater portion of this sum was given by foreign
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entities, which by these means have shown their appreciation and 
gratitude for the services performed by the Portuguese Red Cross 
during the present world-war.

One of the latest donations to be received by the Portuguese 
Red Cross was made by the President of the Belgian Co-ordination 
Committee for the Provisioning of Europe (Comité de Co-ordination 
de Ravitaillement Belge— «C. C. R. B.»), Comte de Kerchove — 
recently deceased and a former Belgian Ambassador.

When he presented this gift, on 8th. December 1943, before 
a numerous audience invited by him to attend the ceremony, he 
alluded with the greatest gratitude to «the great support and kind- 
-hearted assistance» shown by the Portuguese Government and its 
authorities.

He added : — «The Portuguese Red Cross, especially, afforded 
us limitless help from the start of our activities, and, through its 
intervention with the competent Authorities, removed many diffi
culties and facilitated our efforts. Thus, it is with all my heart 
that I take this opportunity today of again expressing the thank
fulness and gratitude of all Belgians, whether in or out of Belgium, 
and in the name of the whole of my Country, I hand you this gift 
of one hundred thousand escudos to assist your noble and hospi
table organization in its generous mission».
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The Portuguese Red Cross

As we have already said, the Portuguese delegate played an im
portant part in the Congress of 1864 ; he was Dr. José Antonio 
Marques, at that time a Brigade Surgeon in our Army — a post 
which today corresponds to that of Doctor-Major. He was a pro
minent figure in the Portuguese Medical Profession of the time, 
and contributed brilliantly to the discussions of the Congress, 
thereby honouring his profession and our Country.

In it he said that although in Portugal there was no institution 
similar to those in existence in other countries, and with the aims 
advocated by the Congress, yet he had confidence in the spirit of 
charity of his nation, which had already been shown on various 
occasions, either in civil wars, or during grave outbreaks of epi
demics (such as were then Cholera and Yellow Fever), and hoped, 
moreover, that the humanitarian action, proposed by the Congress, 
would be materialized in Portugal.

On his return to this country, Dr. Marques worked devotedly 
and unremittingly in order that the facts should confirm his hopeful 
assertions and to realize his desires with the least posible delay. He 
had his reward, and on 11th. February 1865 — exactly eighty years 
ago — there was founded «The Portuguese Commission of assis
tance to military sick and wounded in time of war», the first title of 
the organizations which utimately were called «The Portuguese 
Red Cross Society».

19



Thus it was that on 11th. February 1865 the Portuguese Com
mission met for the first time. It was composed of the following 
public benefactors, whose names ti is only just to mention : — Ge
neral Baron de Wuerderhold, Counsellor Bernardino Antonio Go
mes, General Augusto Xavier Palmeirim, Doctors Antonio Maria 
Barbosa and Joâo José de Lima (both doctors of the Royal Cham
ber), Carlos Cirilo Machado (a former Deputy and Private Se
cretary to the Minister, Senhor Fontes), and Dr. José Antonio 
Marques, who acted as Secretary.

These were the signers to the document drawn up on this 
memorable occasion, on which the Commission of Assistance was 
constituted, and was to be the basis of the present Portuguese 
Red Cross.

It was only three years later, on 26th. May 1868, that the Por
tuguese Government issued the decree which ratified the Statutes 
of the Commission. In the meantime, owing to very small resources 
of all kinds, its activities did not correspond to the expectations of 
its indefatigable inaugurator and secretary. When, in 1870, the 
Franco-Prussian War broke out, it was found indispensable to 
remodel and amplify the Commission, since some of its original 
members had died, whilst Dr. Marques, in the «Jornal de Comércio», 
published propaganda-articles and moving appeals to the nation 
to impart greater vigour to the organization which he had launched, 
and to which he was devoting all his intelligence and feelings.

Those appeals, seconded by those of other members of the 
Commission, did not fall on deaf ears, and through the Commission, 
Portugal was able to contribute gifts of money and other things, 
such as coffee, quince-jam, wine bandages, etc. for the victims of 
that war. At the end of the conflict, the great activity of the Comis
sion diminished, and to such an extent, that in 1877, it had entirely 
ceased to function.

It was only ten years later, that General Antonio Florêncio de 
Sousa Pinto, at the head of a small group of friends, was able to 
reconstitute the Commission, which from 1887, was called «The 
Portuguese Red Cross Society», the existence of which was legally 
recognized by the decree of 4th. May of that year.

On 20th. July of the following year, the International Com
mittee of the Red Cross», as it was, by then, called, gave its sanction, 
in its turn, to the organization of «The Portuguese Society of the 
Red Cross», of which the Central Commission was constituted by :
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— General Sousa Pinto (President), the Duke de Palmela and 
Henrique de Barros Gomes (Vice-Presidents), with Guilherme dos 
Santos Ferreira (who was then a Lieutenant), and Carl von Bon- 
horst (professor of chemistry) as Secretaries ; this was considered 
to be the only representative of the Red Cross in Portugal.

That was the beginning of the present Portuguese Red Cross, 
which has pursued the even tenor of its way from that time pro
viding assistance in time of war, during civil wars, epidemics and 
national catastrophes, etc, and in times of peace, placing at the 
service of the Public its assistance-stations, medical and nursing- 
-personal, stretcher-bearers and means of transport — services 
which are paid for only on a small scale by those who can do so, 
and also used for the benefit of the poor, who receive them gra
tuitously.
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Services rendered by the Portuguese Red 
Cross up to T925

Resume

In the campaigns of the Portuguese Army in Africa, India and 
France :

Installed FIELD-HOSPITALS in :

Beira, Neves Ferreira, Macequece, Gouveia and Sena (East Africa, 
1891)
Bissau (Guinea, 1894)
India, 1895
Lourenço Marques, Chicomo and Coolela (East Africa, 1895) 
Lubango (East Africa, 1915)
Mocimboa, Palma and Nacatura (East Africa, 1916)
Chomba and Patchitinembro (East Africa, 1917)
Ambleteuse (France, 1917-18)

During the Revolutions in Portugal :

Installed FIELD-HOSPITALS in :

Santarém, Aveiro, Coimbra, Agueda, Oliveira de Azemeis, Mea- 
Ihada (1919)



Lisbon (1910, 1915, 1917-19, 1921)
Mafra (1914)
Oporto (1914, 1915, 1919)
Vila Real, Régua, Mirandela, Viana do Castelo (1919)

During epidemics or great catastrophes :

Founded TEMPORARY MILITARY HOSPITALS in:

Lisbon, Oporto for the treatment of exantematic typhus

Founded CIVIL HOSPITALS in:

Castro Laboreiro (1914) for the treatment of typhus 
Lisbon (1918) for persons suffering from pneumonic influenza

Established ASSISTANCE-STATIONS and constructed its OWN 
BUILDINGS in :

Samora Correia, Benavente, Santo Estêvão and Salvaterra (1919) 
for persons who had suffered from the violent earthquake which 
had occurred in those regions

Assistance to poor children :

Founded ASSISTANCE-STATIONS in:

Trafaria : during the bathing-seasons between 1909 and 1919

Organization of an ORPHANAGE in :

Lisbon (1918) for the homeless children owing to the death of 
their parents through pneumonic influenza, and maintained it until 
1921, after having placed the children (728) in homes

Organized ASSISTANCE-STATIONS and TRANSPORT-
-COLUMNS FOR WOUNDED in:
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Gave ASISTANCE TO SHIPWRECKED PERSONS in:

Port of Leixões (1913-14) : shipwreck of the steamers «Veronese», 
«Silurian» and «Bogor»
Viana do Castelo (1913) : shipwreck of students from Braga 
Povoa de Varzim (1913) : shipVreck of fishermen

Services rendered to many trousands of persons in its permanent 
Assistance-stations and the transport by day of sick and wounded 
in Lisbon

In times of war and calamities abroad :

Despatch of bandages, medecines, food and money :

French Red Cross, in the war of 1870-71
Spanish Red Cross, in the Maroccan War (1879) and the Hispano- 
-American War (1898)
Greek Red Cross, in the Turko-Greek War (1897)
American Red Cross, in the Hispano-American War (1898)
British Red Cross, in the Boer War (1899-1901)
Italian Red Cross, after the earthquakes of Sicily and Calabria 
(1909)
Russian Red Cross, for the prisoners of war, abandoned by Austria 
(1918)

*

In order to cover the extraordinary expenses incurred by the 
services it had rendered during the Great War of 1914-18, the 
Portuguese Red Cross opened a subscription on 10th. March 1916 ; 
this was closed on 8th. April 1920 — these dates being those on 
which Portugal was considered officially to be at war and at peace. 
This subscription raised 1,056,562.20 escudos, to which Brazil had 
contributed the greater part (589,411.30 escudos) by donations 
from Portuguese residing there and from Brazilian friends of 
Portugal.
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Services rendered to the public 
by the Portuguese Red Cross 
during the past twenty years

1,526,246 Treatments of sick and wounded 

161,448 Transportations of sick and wounded 

221,579 Medical consultations 

1,937 Physical Agents (Sessions)

102,813 Injections (various)

72,867 Cleansing Baths 

5,006 Cuppings 

349 Massages

100,254 Vaccinations against small-pox

1,047 Surgical operations and consultations





Services rendered by the Portuguese Red 
Cross during the present war

Resume

Letters and messages sent or forwarded, up to the end of 
1944, 225,408.

Mail-bags with correspondence from Germany, and sent to 
prisoners of war in Canada in 1940 and 1941, 1,553 bags, Weight 
28,862 kilos.

Parcels sent up to 30/6/44, 188,184, Weight 476,632 kilos.

Through the intermediary of the Portugueses Red Cross, several 
trains were despatched to Belgium, carrying food of various kinds, 
which had been acquired by the Comité de Ravitaillement à da 
Belgique, and destined for the necessitous population of that 
country.

Eye-glasses in April 1944 ; · the Committee received the fol
lowing ,for despatch to prisoners of war and interned civilians :

1,440 eye-glasses
4,320 lenses

29



800 rings for monocles 
980 pince-nez

4 pairs of artifical eyes

The following sums were despatched through the Portuguese 
Red Cross to prisoners of war and interned civilians :

£  1,787.0.0
226 U. S. Dollars 

9,850 Francs 
50 Rm

7,000 Escudos

It is the intention of the Portuguese Red Cross to extend the 
scope of its Social-Assistance Services, by creating more assistance- 
-stations, improving and increasing its means of transport and 
augmenting the types of services of its branches.

✓ .
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