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THE INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE
OF THE RED CROSS IN PALESTINE

Once more in its thousand-year-old history, Palestine 
has become the centre of strife and the deep-lying source 
of conflicts in which races and religions are engaged in a 
merciless struggle. The stakes involved are not the fate 
of individuals and communities. Indeed, the conflict may 
have the most far-reaching consequences. Although the 
most modern weapons of war are being used today in 
the Holy Land, the fighting still preserves the historic 
character of the struggles which took place formerly on 
this soil.

Towards the close of 1947, the tragic events which 
were foreshadowed in Palestine were a matter of the deep
est concern to the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC), which hastened to send out a study mission 
to the Near East. Dr. R. Marti, head of the Medical Divi
sion, and M. Jacques de Reynier, left on January 20, 1948, 
for Palestine. The talks which took place between the 
members of this mission and the responsible Jewish and 
Arab leaders led to the acceptance by both parties of the 
principles of the Geneva Conventions.

Consequently, the ICRC at once addressed to the Arab 
and Jewish populations and to their representative author
ities in Palestine the following appeal:

“ Although the incidents now taking place do not 
constitute a conflict between two Powers, the ICRC believes 
it a duty to take action in favour of the victims. The Com
mittee therefore calls upon the Parties—unless they decide 
meanwhile to abandon the use of force—to act in obedience 
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to the traditional rules of international law, and to apply, as 
from today, the principles embodied in the two Conventions 
signed at Geneva on July 27, 1929.

The first of these Conventions deals with relief of 
sick and wounded, and the second with the treatment 
of prisoners of war.

In the spirit of these Conventions, the ICRC wishes 
to emphazise the following humanitarian principles :

(1) ■— Protection of the sick and wounded, who must 
be treated without discrimination in a spirit of humanity 
and receive the care which their condition demands. 
The vehicles for the transport of sick and wounded, the 
medical ambulances (both fixed and mobile), as well 
as the members of the medical personnel and the medical 
stores shall be respected and protected in all circumstances.

(2) — Respect shown to the dead, to their bodies and 
to the funeral arrangements for their burial.

(3) — Security for all persons who are non-combatant, 
especially women, children and the aged.

(4) ■— Right of every combatant falling into the hands 
of the adverse party to be treated as a prisoner of war.

The Committee refers to the proclamation already 
published in the above sense, both by the Magen David 
Adorn, and by the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
in Palestine. For its part, the Committee makes its appeal 
to the responsible authorities, to both the Arab and the 
Jewish peoples, and to all who speak on their behalf. 
The Committee invites them to observe the minimum 
conditions described above, and awaits on this point 
the formal agreement of the parties. The Committee 
believes that this agreement is imperative for the proper 
carrying out, in obedience to the principles which it is 
called upon to defend, of any humanitarian scheme in 
behalf of those who are suffering through the present 
distressing events.”

2



In reply to this appeal, dated March 12, M. de Reynier, 
delegate of the ICRC in Jerusalem, receive on April 4 and 
5 the following replies :

Reply from the Jews:

April 4.
“ We beg to give you a formal assurance that the 

competent Jewish authorities in Palestine will, during the 
present conflict, respect the Geneva Conventions of 1929, 
both in regard to military personnel and to the civilian 
population, in so far as the said Conventions apply to the 
civilian population.

Yours faithfully,

(Sgd.) Goldie Myerson D. Ben-Zevies.

On behalf of the Executives of the Jewish Agency.”

Reply from the Arabs:

April 5.
“ I have the honour to acknowledge the receipt of the 

appeal of the International Committee of the Red Cross 
dated Geneva the 12th of March 1948, and in reply beg 
to inform you that the Arab Higher Committee, represent
ing the Arab People of Palestine, having taken cognizance 
of the said appeal and in conformity with Arab and 
Moslem tradition and customs in respect of humanitarian 
issues, agrees to abide by the minimum conditions enu
merated in the above mentioned appeal and to do every
thing that is humanly possible in this sense.

Yours faithfully,

(Sgd.) Dr. H.F. Khalidi 
Secretary A.H.C.

Stamp of the
Arab Higher Committee.”
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On April 7, the delegate of the ICRC in Cairo received 
also the following reply from the League of Arab States.

" I have the honour to acknowledge the receipt of 
your letter of March 30 last, and the memorandum attached 
containing the appeal for the application in Palestine of 
the principles of the Geneva Conventions.

“ I thank you for your letter : I have given it close 
study and have duly informed the Arab Higher Committee 
of the appeal made in it. I have the conviction that those 
Arabs of Palestine who are fighting, observe the humani
tarian principles laid down in the Geneva Conventions, 
since such principles are also in line with the teachings 
of their religion and with their traditions. The moral 
support of the Arab League is wholly in agreement with 
this course.

“ Nevertheless, the achievement of the humanitarian 
aims which are pursued so admirably by the International 
Committee of the Red Cross undoubtedly require the 
co-operation of both parties facing one another in Palestine, 
if the principles in question are to be respected.

“ I have, etc.

(Sgd) A. R. Azzam 
Secretary-General ”

In view of these declarations, the ICRC planned its 
scheme of humanitarian work as follows :

Protection of wounded, sick and prisoners of war.
Medical supplies : distribution of medicaments and 

foodstuffs, mainly to hospitals.
Any steps required for the security and welfare of 

the populations threatened by the consequences of the 
conflict.

The scheme included firstly the sending to Palestine 
of eight delegates and ten nurses. This staff was at once 
enlisted and held ready to start. The financial outlay 
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for one year was estimated at about one million Swiss 
francs. It is hoped to meet this figure with the help of the 
British Treasury, which has promised to contribute 30.000 
pounds sterling, of the Jewish Agency, which has under
taken to pay 1.000 pounds sterling monthly, and of the 
Governments of the Arab countries bordering on Palestine 
which, after a second trip by Dr Marti, agreed jointly to 
provide a similar amount. The Arab League in Cairo more
over guaranteed the payment of this latter contribution.

On April 19 and 26 and May 4, the ten nurses and 
eight delegates, of whom three were doctors, joined their 
posts, and shortly before May 15, the whole organization 
was ready. The ICRC advanced the necessary funds to 
allow the immediate purcharse of equipment and the 
payment of the staff.

On reaching Palestine, the representatives of the ICRC 
were frequently begged by both parties to intervene 
during local engagements to ensure, as is stated above, 
the protection of the wounded and prisoners, or to remove 
the dead from the battlefields. These tasks, which were 
undoubtedly in keeping with the spirit of the Red Cross, 
although going beyond the customary role of the ICRC, 
grew rapidly. Despite the grave dangers they entailed, 
they were freely undertaken by the delegates, who rightly 
saw in them a useful means to spread Red Cross principles, 
demonstrate the significance of its emblem, and create 
an atmosphere which would promote the normal working 
of the Red Cross.

The ICRC owes it to these representatives to stress 
the heroic work they carried out in these circumstances. 
Their mere presence often sufficed in circumstances of 
great peril to save many lives.

After the British mandate had expired, the struggle 
between Arabs and Jews became merciless. The Holy 
Places became the centre of the fighting, and the Dele
gation of the ICRC bent their main effort towards the 
establishment of safety zones in Jerusalem. On May 9

Creation of 
Security Zones.
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and 17, they had secured the agreement of Arabs and 
Jews to the principle of establishing these zones, of which 
there were to be three.

These three zones were duly constituted. The first 
took in the King David Hotel and the YMCA and Terra 
Sancta Hostels, with their annexes. The second extended 
to the headquarters of the former mandatory Government, 
the Arab College and the Jewish Agricultural College. 
The buildings and grounds of the Italian Hospital formed 
the third *.

It should be mentioned here that, at the request of 
both sides, the ICRC had planned a much more extensive 
scheme of protection, which was to include the whole 
territory of the Holy City in a single large safety zone. 
The Peace Commission and the representative of the 
United Nations, realizing that their own efforts along 
these lines were fraught with great difficulty, agreed to 
this scheme a few days before May 15, the date on which 
the scheme was to come into force.

A local preliminary truce, which had been agreed to 
in principle by the parties to the conflict, was observed 
by about 70% of the combatants. Unfortunately, certain 
extremist elements refused to comply ; this was sufficient 
to compromise the success of the whole operation and 
to prevent the whole of Jerusalem from becoming a neutral 
zone.

Of the three zones thus constituted, two had subse
quently to be closed. That which comprised the Italian 
Hospital was shut down already on May 27, the conditions 
required for its maintenance having ceased to exist. 
Moreover, at the beginning of the first truce, representa
tives of UNO took up their quarters in the King David 
Hotel, which was part of Zone N° 1. When the truce 
ended, the building became a military position for the 
forces of the Haganah. Henceforth, the security of the

1 Negotiations were also pursued for a further zone, to include 
the Hadassah Hospital and the Jewish University. 
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area could no longer be guaranteed as a whole, and the 
emblem of the ICRC had likewise to be removed from 
the two other buildings in the same area. In accordance 
with the agreements made with the two parties, the ICRC 
notified them that this place of asylum would be shut 
down.

We may add that the creation of other zones is now 
being planned, especially to the north of Tel-Aviv.

Realizing that the organization of safety zones in Appeal for relief 
Jerusalem and possibly elsewhere—together with all the '’“PPb®8" 

other forms of material assistance which they hoped to 
convey to the victims of the conflict—would involve 
far greater expenditure than had at first been foreseen, 
the Committee sent out an appeal on May 12, to the Natio
nal Red Cross Societies of Australia, Belgium, Canada, 
Eire, France, Great Britain, New Zealand, South Africa, 
Sweden, Switzerland and the United States, and to the 
following relief organisations : The Auxilium Catholicum 
Internationale, the Caritas Catholica Internationalis, the 
World Council of Churches, the American Friends Service 
Committee, the World Health Organization, the United 
Nations Children’s Emergency Fund, the International 
Union for Child Welfare, and the YMCA.

In line with the setting up of these safety zones, the Protection of 
useful purpose of which very soon became apparent, the n^g-ngSCentres 
Committee took under its protection a large number of 
hospital centres. In the medical field, it tried to establish 
a more equitable distribution of medicaments and food
stuffs between the two parties, by allocating several 
establishments to the side less well provided, that is, the 
Arabs. The Delegation used its influence in support of 
a plan for handing over the Government hospitals, from 
which the British staff had been removed, to the municipal 
authorities. In most instances the plan succeeded. A certain 
number of Government medical establishments and those 



belonging to foreign organizations, protected by the flag 
of the Committee, were, with the approval of the Jews 
assigned to the control and administration of the Arab 
Medical Association. Then, yielding to a request by the 
delegation, the mandatory Authorities made over to the 
Committee the Government Laboratory which, although 
situated in the Jewish zone, was kept accessible for use 
by both parties.

The Jews were better provided with medical stores and 
equipment, but were equally lacking in protection. The 
efforts made by the Committee in their behalf were there
fore no less than those for the Arabs. Its first concern was 
to secure the approval and respect for the emblem of che 
“ Magen David Adorn ” (M.D.A.) not only by the Arabs 
of Palestine, but by the Arab League, in spite of the fact 
that the emblem has no acknowledged legal status. Two 
hospitals were also turned over to this organization also, 
for their administration and service.

Meanwhile, the United Nations had called on the belli
gerents to cease fire. They refused, and the Security 
Council, faced with the developments of this tragic situa
tion, called upon the services of a mediator, Count Folke 
Bernadotte. The influence of the mediator could not, of 
course, make itself felt immediately.

The rapid development of the military situation 
greatly complicated the work of the Red Cross, at the same 
time making its risks much more acute. When the Holy 
City became surrounded, the Delegation of the Committee 
in Jerusalem lost all contact with its members who were 
working in other parts of Palestine. The fact that the 
position of the forces of one side were inextricably en
tangled with those of the other, and that the combatants 
included groups of irregulars who disregarded any orders, 
and the existence of difficulties of all kinds, made the work 
of the delegation extremely arduous. Even so, the cars of 
the Delegation crossed the enemy lines day after day,
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and on each occasion the adventure was attended by 
risks. One nurse and two delegates were all three severely 
wounded.

In view of this grave situation, and in the absence 
of news from its Delegation, the ICRC sent out the follow
ing appeal on May 21 :

“ In its anxiety to give the greatest possible safeguards, 
in the conflict in Palestine, to the principles of humani
tarian conduct it is bound to defend, the International 
Committee of the Red Cross in Geneva makes an appeal 
to-day to the Governments of Egypt, Irak, the Lebanon, 
Saudi Arabia, Syria and Transjordania, as well as to the 
Government of Israel :

“ The ICRC in Geneva, painfully impressed by the 
gravity of events in Palestine and moved solely by its 
anxiety to protect the greatest number possible of human 
lives, conveys to the Governments the following earnest 
appeal, which is based on the principles of the Red Cross 
and the Red Crescent.

“ From April onwards the ICRC, acting in agreement 
with the Arab and Jewish civil and military authorities, 
and the approval of the Palestine Government, was on 
the point of establishing security zones in Jerusalem itself, 
for the reception of the non-combatant population, and 
to protect them against the effects of military operations. 
At the beginning of May, the plan was also under consider
ation to neutralize the whole of Jerusalem, subject to the 
consent of all the authorities.

“ Negotiations not having been concluded in time, and 
since fighting is now going on in Jerusalem, the ICRC in 
Geneva appeals to the Governments and begs them 
earnestly to take all necessary measures that at least the 
security zones be respected which the Committee’s Dele
gation is making every endeavour to establish within the 
town itself, as it had first planned. The same applies to 
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the security zones which the Delegation may attempt 
to set up in other towns in Palestine. The object of these 
security zones is to receive, under the supervision of the 
ICRC, first and foremost, Arab and Jewish non-com
batants, and thus to save the largest possible number of 
human lives.

“ The ICRC venture to remind the Governments of 
the first successful results of its intervention in Palestine :

(1) — Agreement of the Arab and Jewish authorities 
to observe the fundamental principles of the Geneva 
Conventions ;

(2) — The placing under the protection of the ICRC 
of various hospitals ;

(3) — The despatch of medicaments and other relief 
supplies intended for both parties ;

(4) — Individual and constant interventions by their 
delegates, who have thus been able to save Arab and 
Jewish wounded during previous fighting.

“ The ICRC is fully convinced that, in the spirit of the 
present appeal, all Governments to whom it now turns 
will participate in its endeavours to limit the sufferings due 
to the conflict in Palestine ”.

In the face of this situation, the President of the ICRC 
decided, in full agreement with his colleagues, to go to 
Palestine. M. Paul Ruegger, who left Geneva on May 25, 
arrived in Jerusalem on the 28th, after having established 
contact in Cairo and Amman with the responsible 
authorities.

The arrival of M. Ruegger in the Holy City brought 
new hope not only to the Delegation, but to the population 
of Jerusalem. Through his initiative, the evacuation of 
Jewish women, children and wounded, who were besieged 
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by the Arabs in the Old City, was carried out. The material 
and moral effect of this successful enterprise was consider
able.

In this connection, the Delegation published the follow
ing communiqué :

“ Jerusalem, May 29. — After the surrender of the 
Jewish forces who were encircled in the Old City of Jeru
salem, the Delegation of the ICRC at the request of both 
sides, ensured the safe removal of 2,000 women, children 
and aged persons, and of 140 Jewish wounded. Despite 
the greatest difficulties, these civilians were handed over 
to the Jewish authorities without any reciprocity, thanks 
to the understanding attitude of the Arab Legion. The 
wounded were put in a place of safety, and it is expected 
that they will also be returned unconditionally to the 
Jewish forces.

“ M. Paul Ruegger, President of the ICRC, who has 
been in Jerusalem for some days, has informed the Arab 
authorities how much he appreciated the humane spirit 
in which they had responded to the Committee’s appeals.”

Upon his return to Geneva, M. Ruegger reported to the 
Committee and took this welcome opportunity of stressing 
the admirable conduct of the Delegation during that 
critical period, adding that they were fully prepared to 
pursue the customary activities of the Red Cross.

Summarizing his impressions gathered from his visit 
to Palestine, M. Ruegger outlined past and future activities 
as follows.

In addition to supervision of the safety zones and 
hospitals placed under its protection, the delegation fre
quently interceded in behalf of the wounded, sick, refugees 
and prisoners.

1. — Wounded, Sick and Prisoners. — On several 
occasions, the delegates at personal risk ensured the imme

Results of the 
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diate transport of the wounded, sick and the dead. By 
April 8, during a hazardous mission to Deir-Yassim, 
they brought back three wounded who had been held by 
the Irgun, and buried 200 bodies. At Bethlehem, near the 
Well of Solomon, 52 wounded were brought in under Arab 
fire and handed over to the Jewish Agency, at the same 
time as 100 disarmed combatants of the Haganah. On 
May 14, at Kfar-Etzion, a Jewish colony occupied by the 
Arabs, the Delegation took steps with the Transjordan 
Command and ensured the protection of 300 Jewish 
prisoners, besides thirty wounded and 200 Jewish civilians, 
who were taken to a place of safety. Military operations 
made in quite impossible for the Delegation to remain 
on the spot and to have a large number of dead identified. 
They urged upon the Arab authorities that the necessary 
orders should be issued for this identification before the 
bodies were buried. Identification was then carried out 
by the Arab authorities in Hebron.

On many occasions Jewish ambulances were respected 
only at the direct request of the delegation. Mention 
should also be made of the invaluable work of the nurses 
.of the ICRC who gave invaluable service in the execution 
of their highly skilled duties.

2. — Camp Visits. — Less than three weeks after the 
outbreak of hostilities, the Committee’s delegates were 
allowed to visit prisoner of war camps. Nominal rolls 
have been established by both sides and forwarded through 
the delegation. Civilian internees have been exchanged. 
The work of the ICRC in favour of prisoners of war is 
being pursued, and it has become clear that the treatment 
laid down in the Convention of July 27, 1929, is being 
granted by both parties.

3- — Refugees. — Immediately after the attack upon 
Jaffa, the Delegation approached the Jewish authorities, 
and as a result more than 30,000 persons were able to cross 
the Jewish lines over a space of about six miles, without
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1. The Committee’s Delegates, cheered by the crowd, visit a hospital in Jerusalem.
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2. Dr Marti explains in Tel-Aviv to the Jewish Authorities 
the nature of the Committee’s mission in Palestine.
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3. In the no man’s land between Tel-Aviv and Jaffa the Delegates 
go from the Jewish ambulance to the Arab ambulance.

4. Some of the Committee’s nurses in Jerusalem.



5. Prisoner of war being repatriated by M. de Reynier.
6. M. Jean Courvoisier, escorted by three Haganah officers, 

leaves to pick up Arab dead.



7.
M. Paul Ruegger, President 
of the International Com
mittee and his assistants 
leaving the security zone to 
go to the old Arab town.

8.
M. Paul Ruegger, President 
of the International Com
mittee, with some of the 
Committee’s delegates and 
nurses in front of the Y.M. 
C.A. Hostel in the Jerusa

lem security zone. 
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one shot being fired, and reached the Arab zone where 
they found refuge. At another time, the Delegation saw 
to it that 170 Egyptian citizens were conveyed from Jeru
salem to the Egyptian frontier, and later arranged for 
the embarkation of about 3,000 Egyptians at Jaffa.

On June 18, 1948, furthermore, in the area of Tulkarn, 
60 kilometres to the north-east of Tel-Aviv, 1,100 Arab 
women, children and old people were permitted to leave 
the area which was occupied by the Jewish forces, and to 
enter Arab territory, under the guidance of the Delegation. 
We recall here of the two interventions already quoted : 
Kfar-Etzion, where 200 non-combatants were brought to 
safety, and the mass evacuation of 2000 persons at the 
fall of the Jewish quarter of the Old City.

4. — Relief, — On June 21, a fleet of 50 motor
trucks, escorted by a delegate of the ICRC, was able 
to leave Tel-Aviv to carry food and medicaments to the 
hospitals in Jerusalem, This was a further instance of the 
humanitarian work of the Committee.

Despite the complex nature of the work and the weight 
of responsibility incurred, the ICRC has pursued its under
taking, though the trend of events sometimes compels it to 
outstep its customary role of neutral intermediary. The 
ICRC however considers it a duty to continue its action and 
to meet the difficulties of the situation wherever its means 
permit. For this reason, and to adapt its work to 
circumstances the delegation of the ICRC was reorganized 
on June 10 as follows :

Since Jerusalem is no longer a political centre where it 
is possible to keep in permanent touch with the responsible 
authorities of both sides, there will remain there only the 
medical and nursing staff which are indispensable for the 
proper working of the safety zones.

On the other hand, two delegations have been set up, 
one on the Arab side, with headquarters in Amman, the 
other at Tel-Aviv for the Jewish zone.

Reorganisation 
of the 
Delegation.
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Regional delegates and nurses are attached to these two 
posts ; the sectors assigned to these delegates are : In the 
Jewish zone, Tel-Aviv and Jaffa ; in the Arab zone, Ra
mallah and Gaza. The head of the Delegation, M. de Rey
nier, will make his headquarters alternately in Amman and 
in Tel-Aviv. His duties will include the maintenance of the 
necessary contacts with the neighbouring States who are 
involved in the conflicts, and the liaison with the ICRC in 
Geneva.

Lastly, a permanent office has been opened at Beyrouth, 
to constitute a centre for receiving and distributing relief. 
Substantial relief supplies have been handed over to 
the ICRC by the American, Australian, British, French, 
Irish, South African and Swiss national Red Cross Societies, 
by the Turkish Red Crescent, the League of Red Cross 
Societies and the YMCA. A special delegate who left 
Geneva on June 18, 1948, has been assigned to the post at 
Beyrouth.

Today, the number of the Committee’ delegates in 
Palestine has risen to twelve. The ICRC and its represen
tatives are thus ready and prepared to face their task.
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EASTER IN BETHLEHEM

The bitter struggle for the possession of Palestine was 
becoming from day to day more desperate. The public had been 
informed that the British Government, in its capacity as manda
tory Power, had appealed to the International Committee of the 
Red Cross in Geneva, asking them to ascertain what medical 
aid the Arab and Jewish populations would need after the 
departure from Palestine of the British medical services.

The Committee at once sent a mission of investigation to 
Palestine. On landing it received a ready welcome from both 
sides, and the assistance of the Committee’s delegates was at 
once in demand. It was not difficult to see that the national and 
racial passions which had been roused and the manoeuvrings 
and local entanglement of the underground struggle, would pile 
up the difficulties for them.

On the eve of Easter, the representative in Jerusalem of the 
International Committee was called up by the Jewish Agency, 
and informed that a Jewish convoy had just been attacked by 
Arab forces near Bethlehem. The Jews had taken shelter in a 
house, where the wounded were cut off and without help. As 
the area was entirely in the hands of the Arabs, no Jewish 
ambulance could go to their assistance ; any hope of saving the 
wounded depended on prompt action by the delegate of the 
International Committee.

The delegate at once found out that the Government health 
authorities were unable to give any help. Finally, and this is a 
fact worthy of note, he secured the support of the Arab Red 
Crescent, which agreed to lend him an ambulance and a doctor. 
The Red Crescent however made one condition ; the safety of 
the relief convoy had to be guaranteed by the delegate, who 
therefore had to undertake that there be a cease fire all along the 
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route. Approached on this point, the Jewish military commander 
gave the assurance required, and a time was fixed for the 
departure of the convoy, that same evening.

The British H.Q., who had been consulted in the matter, 
were however explicit ; the fighting was serious, the road had 
been mined for a distance of 350 yards and was cut by a series 
of barricades. At dawn, British sappers would set about clearing 
the mines, a job which would take about eight hours.

The morning of Easter Sunday was passed in suspense while 
the distant sound of mortars and machine guns accompanied 
the procession of pilgrims going to the Holy Sepulchre.

Towards three in the afternoon, the delegate of the Inter
national Committee, with no little difficulty, managed to set out 
in his car. He was followed by the Arab ambulance, and reached 
the neighbourhood of the fighting zone. British tanks were lined 
up on the hillside and the delegate went up and got a report. 
The firing was brisk and the neighbourhood was dotted with 
Arab snipers. Some 300 yards further on there was a small 
house, where the Jews had hastily entrenched themselves, 
protected by tanks answering the Arab fire. On the road, heaps 
of debris and lorries were burning out. The demining squad was 
coolly finishing its job. Another hour passed during which 
nothing could be done.

At last, the British succeeded in negotiating a truce—with 
the Arabs first of all, who undertook to cease firing on the British. 
A dead silence followed, during which an officer walked up to the 
house to treat with its occupants. The evacuation of the garrison 
could only be managed if they gave up their arms. After some 
discussion, an agreement was reached. The delegate of the 
International Committee offered to take the wounded under his 
protection ; they numbered fifty and he had but one ambulance 
at his disposal. Fortunately the British had a sufficient number 
at hand. Cars and ambulances advanced in single line under the 
cover of tanks as far as the house. Between the two lines of 
vehicles, the Jewish combatants, haggard and exhausted, came 
out. The able-bodied were disarmed, the wounded put in the 
ambulances, while the Arab doctor accompanying the delegate 
gave them every possible attention. There was, however, no time 
to lose ; the neighbourhood was full of thousands of armed 
Arabs who were leaving cover, but were held back by the threat 
of the British guns. Rifle fire started again and it was high time 
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to leave. Finally, the convoy with the car of the Red Cross 
delegate at its head, got under way, and was met by a hail of 
bullets. Late that evening, the wounded were brought in safely 
to the Jewish zone.

Such was Easter in Bethlehem in 1948.
There is indeed irony when events such as these fall on such 

a festival and in such a place but, even so, we should pause to 
appreciate the example given on that particular moment by the 
Arab Red Crescent. Its admirable gesture is evidence that the 
idea of the Red Cross remains living and a source of inspiration.



FROM NABLUS TO JERUSALEM MAY 14

“That car has a charmed life: the bullets just bounce off! ” 
Before the eyes of the Arab officer who had let fall these 

words, a white car, painted with the Red Cross on its sides, 
sped down a field and across a stretch of “ no man’s land ”, 
swept by fire. A tall fellow got out, shook himself and in great 
strides made off into the Arab lines. It was May 14, and we 
were on the outskirts of Jerusalem. Jean Courvoisier, delegate 
of the ICRC, on his way from Nablus, had to reach the city at 
all costs, to join M. de Reynier, head of the Delegation in Pales
tine.

It was the eve of the departure of the British forces. Quick 
on their heels, the Jews and Arabs were in a great hurry to 
occupy the best strategic positions, and operations on a big 
scale were afoot. Meanwhile, in the Holy City a handful of 
men of goodwill were seeking how to mitigate the effects of this 
clash of arms. If they could succeed in their plan, then in 
Jerusalem, spared from battle, the women, children and old 
people would find a refuge. But to carry through such a plan, 
the combatants would have to be ousted and the delegates 
would have to sound the commanders, secure an agreement 
from them and get a truce signed.

As a matter of fact, the delegate from Nablus was carrying 
within him the answer of an Arab general. Before pursuing 
on this venture, he had to get his car inside, which he had left in 
the care of an Arab driver. He was in for a parley of an hour and 
a half : patience and doggedness are the word in this country !

Already in the course of that day, three times as it happened, 
he had had to skirt the Jewish positions. Three times the Arabs 
had taken him for a Jew, and only the eloquence of the driver 
had served to get him out of the fix. He was coming from a 
suspect direction and was bound for another no less questionable 
—nothing could be more calculated to arouse suspicion.

The last stage especially is worth recording. Now, the battle 
was on, and the road lay between the two lines of fire. In the 
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car, viewing the prospect, the two men glanced at one another ; 
then each lit a cigarette, swearing he would cross the lines or 
perish in the attempt. The machine guns, however, had the 
last word. Brought to a standstill, the delegate at the door of 
the car, waved the Red Cross flag. A second more, and it was 
lying in the dust, riddled with bullet holes. A further spurt of 
two hundred yards up to the first Arab outpost and there the 
inevitable match began between the driver, leaning out of 
the car and bawling, and the muffled voices coming from behind 
the sandbags. A few minutes which dragged like hours, and leave 
to pass was granted. It did not avail very far, for soon the road 
was blocked. From behind the sandbags came the categorical 
refusal to open the barrier under enemy fire. Nothing for it : the 
delegate had to get to work himself, with the help of the driver. 
It took three-quarters of an hour to get the car through and to 
put the boulders and barrels back in place.

Evening fell. For the delegate, safe and sound in the Arab 
lines, the respite was short. Once arrived in Jerusalem, he found 
a further battle was going on, cutting him off from his head
quarters. Incredibly enough, the telephone had not been cut. 
From Arab G.H.Q. he called up M. de Reynier, who was surprised : 
why was any fighting going on ? Both sides had taken counsel 
with him and had agreed on a cease fire at six that evening. The 
Arabs said that they had not been able to observe the truce, 
since the Jews had given no assurance that they would agree to 
it. A fresh start had to be made ; the talks began again ; tele
phoning resumed, and at last the efforts of the Delegation were 
rewarded. A cease fire was agreed for nine thirty that evening.

The Jews were notified by M. de Reynier that an Arab 
armoured car, with a loud-speaker, would make a tour of the 
front : they were asked to give an undertaking not to attach 
it. At the appointed hour, all gradually became quiet. In the 
whole quarter of the Government Hospital, Barclay’s Bank, 
the American Colony, Sheikh Zanah at any rate there was 
silence. In an atmosphere which had become more propitious 
for discussion, the delegate laid before Arab G.H.Q. the Inter
national Committee’s plan for making the city a neutral area. 
The explanation was made in English, the only common language. 
The negotiations were not at all easy, but ended in agreement. 
On the strength of a promise of acceptance of his plan, the 
delegate felt at last that he could take a little rest.
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He had no sooner done so, when at midnight there was a 
sharp burst of fire about three hundred yards from his lodging. 
He made up his mind at once to go to the Old City, taking with 
him his host, a member of the Arab Higher Committee, who also 
brought along his mother and her servant. For an hour and a 
half they had to creep along under the walls. At last they 
reached the Austrian Hospital where the two women found 
shelter. There the surgeons were operating without pause by the 
light of an oil lamp. The delegate was in a hurry, however, 
to get more information on the situation. With an Arab liaison 
officer he gained the lines. In the moonlight, he could clearly 
make out the moving up of the men. Later, he established the 
fact that the truce had been broken by the action of extremists. 
The rest of the night was passed in telephoning and in all sorts 
of negotiations, in the coming and going of ambulances, and in 
searches for the wounded. Muddle and confusion grew.

At six in the morning, the delegate decided to try his luck 
once again in an attempt to reach the delegation. He got 
through to M. de Reynier on the telephone and reported. His 
chief then got into touch with the Jewish Agency, to make sure 
that the car would not be fired on. The Damascus Gate, the 
French Hospital, the last Arab post were all passed. A little 
further, at a distance of three hundred yeards near Barclay’s 
Bank, the Jewish lines began. There was a whistle of bullets. 
Further on the road was probably mined. There was no guide ; 
the driver sounded the horn, the car slowed down, and then 
came to a standstill before the Jewish posts. An officer came 
creeping up ; he was in command of the Stern gang men who 
were defending that sector. He claimed not to be in contact with 
the Jewish Agency and had therefore had no instructions. He 
allowed them to take cover behind a building. The car was 
inspected and the driver carefully searched. What put out the 
officer more than anything was the presence of the Arab driver ; 
he could not permit him to cross into Jewish territory. Would he 
have to turn on his tracks so close to his goal ? The discussion 
sharpened ; the delegate refused to yield to being parted from 
his gallant Mahmoud. Rather would he return to the Arab lines, 
and it would be the responsibility of the officer that he had been 
turned back. Very fortunately, this last argument went home 
and a few minutes later the car safely reached the headquarters 
of the Delegation.
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THE DELEGATES OF THE RED CROSS IN THE BATTLE 
FOR JERUSALEM

“ Up to May 14, ” wrote the head of the Delegation in 
Palestine, “ we responded to most of the appeals asking us to 
remove the dead and wounded from the combat area. This was 
rash, but necessary, because we were the only ones who could 
do it... ”

It was also necessary, because in the face of fanaticism, the 
only effective counter to hate may be to risk one’s life.

Widespread ignorance of Red Cross principles and methods 
could only be met by a gesture. The risks accepted, far exceeding 
the usual duties of a delegate and almost unnoticed, contributed 
just as much, if not more, than the official efforts, to preparing 
the ground for the traditional and every-day work of the ICRC.

With the departure of the British troops and the events 
which followed, the hazards were no longer just incidental, but 
of daily occurrence.

After May 16, and in a very short space of time, Jerusalem 
presented the spectacle of a vast battle-field. In the heart of 
the Old City, the Jewish Quarter, completely surrounded, was 
raked by Arab fire. But on three sides, the besiegers were 
themselves surrounded by the Jews who held the whole of the 
New City, and then in turn had to fight the besieging Arab forces 
massed around Jerusalem. It was in this tangle of mixed forces, 
including on both sides bands of irregulars, that the delegates 
and nurses from Geneva had to carry on their duties.

These tasks were manifold, and appeals came in without 
ceasing. The Arab and Jewish dead were removed from the 
lines under gun-fire, and buried. A great number of prisoners 
and non-combatants were spared through the presence and 
initiative of the representatives of the ICRC. For instance, on 
the morning of the 14th, two delegates, one having just arrived 
the previous evening to start his first mission, went to the 
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neighbourhood of Kfar-Etzion, where the members of five 
Jewish agricultural settlements were desperately holding out 
against Arab irregular forces. General firing broke out in the 
midst of their discussion with the Jewish spokesmen in front of 
the lines. Their firm attitude not only stopped the firing, but 
enabled hundreds of women, children, wounded and prisoners 
to be evacuated under the eyes of almost 3,000 hostile Arabs.

The ICRC had to be everywhere, and everywhere miracles 
were expected of it. Placed under the Red Cross emblem, the 
safety zones and hospital centres were constantly visited and 
under surveillance during these critical days. For a whole fort
night, the French Hospital was caught by the firing from both 
sides, which was continuous. Several times soldiers invaded the 
wards which were packed with wounded, and went as far as 
setting up their machine-guns at the windows, whilst the surgeons 
continued to operate. Although exclusively given over to the 
Arabs, the Government Hospital was in part destroyed by their 
own mortars. Here again, Jewish soldiers tried to enter the 
building, but the coolness of a nurse saved the situation.

The acts of devotion, both known and unrecorded, of the 
delegates of the ICRC, saved, or helped to save, thousands of 
human lives. It would however be hard to imagine more difficult 
working conditions. One delegate who was sent for a few hours 
on duty into the Old City had to remain there a fortnight, 
without any gear : his corner room was under continual cross
fire from one window to another. The Committee’s cars, too, 
were soon pitted with holes from being constantly under fire. 
But taking conditions into account, one thing stands out as 
astonishing : the respect shown to the emblem of the Red Cross, 
even at times of the greatest chaos. It seems almost a miracle 
that of the eighteen members of the delegation in Palestine, only 
three were more or less seriously wounded and, on each occasion 
it was due to the action of certain irresponsible elements.

Towards May 25, the fatigue of the delegation was becoming 
apparent. Fifteen to twenty hours of work a day, a sometimes 
total lack of sleep, the shortage of water, electricity, food, the 
problems of travel, all these contributed to reducing the physical 
resistance of the team. The head of the delegation noted : 
“ There was no discouragement, but all were aware of being 
completely surrounded.” Contact with Geneva was uncertain, 
and with the other delegations in Palestine impossible. The 
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more the acts of devotion grew, the less, as it seemed, did they 
achieve. Any setback was liable to give rise to false interpreta
tions. The influential leaders, whose support was indispensable, 
were as often as not out of reach, and their overworked sub
ordinates became uncommunicative. In a word, the relief work 
itself threatened to become stifled by frustration.

The atmosphere, however, suddenly cleared in a most un
expected way. On the morning of the 27th, the telephone rang : 
the President of the ICRC, M. Paul Ruegger, was calling the 
Head of the delegation from the Old City, where he had just 
arrived. From that moment, what had seemed to them, in 
their state of exhaustion and frustration, impossible, now 
suddenly appeared practicable. The voice of the Red Cross 
made itself heard once more, misunderstandings were cleared 
up, the efforts made were better understood, and future tasks 
more clearly defined. That which had seemed beyond hope now 
became reality. A graphic illustration of these facts may be 
given : when the Jewish Quarter of the Old City fell, close on 
2,000 persons who seemed doomed to a general massacre, were 
entrusted to the protection of the Committee by the Arabs : 
three days before, such a gesture would have appeared inconcei
vable. At the height of the battle the Red Cross flag was raised, 
at the Gate of Sion, by the President of the Committee himself. 
It was an event without precedent in the annals of the Geneva 
Organization : this act compelled a truce and made possible 
the freeing of these 2,000 people. It then became clear that the 
ground lost had thereby been regained, and that at one stroke 
the work had been restored to its own solid foundations.
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